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ABSTRACT 
The research presented here examines the school to work transitions of two samples of 
16-19-year-old college students in terms of their vocational preparation, skill development 
and expectations of labour market entry. The study links with a programme of research 
developed in the University of Surrey from the ESRC's 16-19 Initiative. 
The study"aims to describe, analyse and evaluate current processes of vocational 
preparation primarily from the perspectives of the young people them-selves. A multi- 
method approach involving a structured questionnaire and a series of ethnographic group 
interviews is used to try to discover something of the 'lived realities' of these young 
people. A central airn of the study is to explore structure and agency in young people's 
lives in the light of their perceptions of the 'new vocationalism' and to assess how much 
control they feel they have over the further education phase of the school to work 
transition. 
Part I considers some of the aims and contexts of the research and outlines the 
methodology used. A number of substantive issues arising from the literature on the 
school to work transition are discussed. 
Parts ][I-IV consider school to work transitions in national, local, college, group and 
individual settings. Use is made of Evans and Heinz's distinction between policy as 
eýpoused, policy as enacted and policy as expetien ced to structure the main body of the 
thesis. 
Part II outlines policy as espoused, that is national policy on vocational aspects of further 
education as expressed mainly in official documents. 
Part M looks at how these national policies are enacted, i. e. what actually happens in 
practice in the two contrasting local labour markets and colleges featured in the study. 
Parts H and III taken together summanse the structural influences that may be impacting Z: I 
upon these young people's school to work transitions. 
Part IV, policy a-i experienced, presents the day-to-day experiences of vocational 
education as expressed by the 'matched' samples of young people. Both quantitative data 
(from a structured questionnaire survey) and qualitative data (from the group interviews) 
are reported with special reference to Possible manifestations of structure and agency in 
these experiences. 
Finally in PmI V practical and theoretical implications are considered and the findings of 
th e study are used to assist in clarifying and developing the 'individualisation thesis' and 
a variety of concepts relating to youth transitions. 
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Part I- Introduction 
Chapter One - Introduction: Structure and Agency in Young People's Lives 
1.1 Ainis and Research Questions 
The, central airn of this study is to try to assess the degree of control which young people 
feel they have hi the transition from school to work. The research will attempt to provide 
so me indication of the relative contributions of agency (i. e. input from young people. 4D 
themselves on an individual basis) and smicture (i. e. inputs from organisations at national 
and local level, particularly labour markets, and influences of broad social characteristics 
such as gender, social class and ethnicity) to the school to work transition process (these 
terms are. defined in more detail in Section 1.4). Since it would be too ambitious to 
attempt to study young people in all their possible contexts - education, training, work-, 
unemployment - the emphasis here is on their experiences of vocational courses in further 
education. 
In the background there are a number of other research objectives. One of these is to 
dLscribe the contribution of two further education colleges to the process of preparing 
young adults for the labour market and the world of work Ininialilyfront the 1)oint of 
view of the young I)eol)le themselves. The study builds upon previous work carried out 
by staff fi-om the University of Surrey as part of the ESRC 16-19 Initiative (Careers and 
Mentities) and the Anglo-Gen-nan Studies (see Sections 1.6 and 1.7). The project is based 
on fieldwork with 16-19-year-olds in two further education colleges in contrasting labour 
markets: one in East London and another in the 'M4 Corridor' towards the West Country. 
Mother aim is to try to find out how useful and relevant young people consider their 
post- 16 educational experience to be in terms of preparing them for the world of work. 
From this there. may be some indications of levels of confidence and optimism in the young 
people which in turn will tell us something about their feelings of control over the school 
to work transition. Note. that the emphasis here is on the perceptions of the young people 
themselves: it is contended that official accounts of vocational education based on the 
viewpoints of various educational agencies and personnel are reasonably well documented 
wh1st there is a scarcity of first hand, direct expressions of the points of view of young 
people themselves. This group is, after all, the one that is supposed to benefit from the 
changes collectively known as the 'new vocationalisin' (for discussion of the meaning of 
this term see Section 2.2). 
The issue of the usefulness and the quality of post- 16 vocational education is irnportant 
both for society (the economy), in terms of how well prepared the new workforce will be, 
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and for the individual, in terms of occupational potential, life chances and personal 
development. The process of educational policy-making has been Presented as a 'battle' 
between those who see education as preparing pupils for future positions in the 
oc cupational. structure and those who view education primarily in terms of self- 
development and individual ftilfilment (Finch, 1984, pp. 1-5; Watford et al., 1988, pp. 4-5). 
This distinction between societal/structural purposes of education as opposed to 
individuatised aims and goals is relevant to much of the research presented here and the 
thesis includes some discussion of various theoretical viewpoints on the purposes of 
education. This discussion is included so that student comments can be related to a 
broader theoretical fi-amework based upon competing arguments about the functions and C, 
goals of education. Other subsidiary research questions include the following: 
- what has been the practical impact of the 'new vocationalism' on these 16-19- 
year-olds, e. g. NVQ, GNVQ courses? 
- How effective have schooLs and colleges been in passing on the academic, 
technical, vocational and social skills required for 'success' in the labour market? 
- What are the, relationships between young people's post-16 educational 
experiences, their transition behaviours (between education and work) and their 
career outcomes? 
The issue of young people's degrees of control over their career destinies seems to be 
central to much of the literature on the transition from school to work. Tile issue hinges 
upon the significance of individual choice in the transition to work along with the 
importance and relative influences of national and regional contexts such as the local 
labour market and structural factors such as gender, ethnicity and class. This issue can be 
linked with the concept of individualisation which, put simply, suggests that progress 
through the school to work phase is based on both individual choice/activity and structural 
influences (for discussion see Section 2.6 and Jones and Wallace, 1992, pp. 15-17; Evans 
and Heinz, 1994, pp. 8-12). 
An important methodological and epistemological discrepancy arises here. This is based 
around the possibility that there is a tension between an individual young ptrson's 
response to such questions and evidence provided from broader iocial and economic 
trends and patterns. In other words, a young person will typically say that he or she is in 
control of his or her life course and that occupational success is largely based oil 
individual effort, whilst there may be a whole mass of data and theory, developed at a 
I iational, societal or 'macro' level, which suggests that many young people, especially 
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from particular social groups or 'trajectories', have only limited chances of 'success' 
(conventionally defined) in the labour market. 
This perhaps partly explains why in the literature writers concerned with levels of 
realism and optimism in young people's career aspirations often cannot agree. Some seem 
to suggest that young people are over-optimistic in terms of their work goals and 
ambitions, whilst others suggest that they are in fact very realistic and have an appropriate 
awareness of the 'real world' of work. 
This is just a particular manifestation of a classic problem for social and educational 
researchers: there is a possible discrepancy between individual/subjective viewpoints and 
larger-scale social and structural patterns and trends. The difficulty for this enquiry can 
be stated as follows: how can the social research design take account of both the micro 
and the macro dimensions of a complex educational, social and economic process such 
as the school to work transition? Consequently, as well as the substantive aims outlined 
above, this study also has the methodological aim of taking the first steps towards the 
development of a research strategy which can take account of the diversity of individual 
and structural dimensions affecting young people's school to work transitions. 
. 
1.2 Origins of the Research 
The origins of this study lie partly in the researcher's experiences as a teacher of 
s econdary and post-16 students in the period 1982-1993 and partly in perceived 
developments in the 'youth transitions' literature. It was noticed during this period that 
some of the comments made by students relating to career aspirations (usually made in 
'fife skills' and Social Studies lessons) seemed in some ways rather out of place. At times 
when unemployment levels were increasing (by any definition), the youth labour market 
was shrinking, even collapsing, and the literature on youth transitions was generally 
pessimistic, young people in the classroom still seemed optimistic and confident about 
their vocational prospects. 
This apparently applied regardless of whether the students were 'staying on' or seeking "n 
to enter paid employment at the earliest opportunity and regardless of whether they were 
in the academic track of schooling or the vocational track- In terms of the sources of these 
comments the family background, social class, ethnicity and sex of the student did not 
seem to make a great deal of difference. There was a certain confidence and a certain 
resilience amongst these young people: they were going to do well despite the problems 
'out there'. One aim of this study is to find out where this resilience comes from and to 
try to explain the levels of optimism associated with this outlook. 
'On the face of it there are a number of possible explanations for this optimism. One is 
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that with much to look forward to it is a natural characteristic of individuals of this age 
to be confident and enthusiastic. While adults may be pessimistic about employment 
prospects, career development and standards of living, young people, with the excitement 
of personal and social responsibilities and the 'freedom' of adulthooadn front of them, are 
bound to have a more hopeful outlook, vocational and otherwise. 
Another possible explanation centres around the location of the institution in which 
these individuals were studying: a relatively-prosperous commuter town in the south-east 
of England. These students were perhaps optimistic because London was only a half-hour 
train journey away and the local and regional labour markets were comparatively buoyant. 
Unemployment was lower in this part of the country and there seemed to be plenty of job 
opportunities in the locality and 'in the city' if you were prepared to travel there. The 
school and the local careers office offered helpful advice and there was plenty of parental 
encouragement and support. 
. There may be something in each of these explanations, but they do not provide a 
complete picture. Certainly these students had some of the confidence of youth, but there 
was something more than that. Their social lives and friendships were important and they 
were certainly looking forward to adult freedoms, but additionally the importance of 
qualifications and the development of work skills and attitudes were clearly recognised. 
This confidence was not complacency, there was something that went beyond the 'normal 
expectations' of youth. The majority of these young people, rightly or wrongly, seemed 
to feel in control, to a large extent, of their vocational destinies, or at least their vocational 
plans and entry points. There was an apparent sense of agency that, in their view, would 
see them successfully into the early part of their working and adult lives. My own 
subjective feeling was that many of these students had shrewdly navigated their way 
through the various educational choices at 14 and 16. Most had 'navigated' their way 
through educational pathways in the sense that they had made common-sense decisions 
about what to do next: many had a good awareness of what options were open to them 
at each stage of the educational process and most appeared to have a clear sense of 
direction in ten-ns of work aspirations. 
There is also something in the labour market explanation for the confidence of these 
young people in this particular location. Clearly geography does matter and unemploy- 
ment rates were lower in this area than in other parts of the country. The proximity of 
London did mean that there was more potential choice here than in other labour markets. 
However, there was still fierce competition for jobs and there were considerable pockets 
of unemployment in the county, including 'unemployment blackspots'. It was easier to get 
a job here than in other parts of the country, but finding suitable erilployment was by no 
Teans a simple matter. And yet the confidence and a sense of control were still there: 
despite the negative impact of national economic trends and structures there were still 
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positive outlooks at an individual level. 
It could be argued that this sense of control and a generally positive outlook were 
misguided. The-clairn could be made that these youngsters were over-optirnistic within the 
sheltered, relatively secure and structured environment of the school and the sixth form: 
they had not yet experienced the real world of work and the realities of adult responsibili- 
ties. Again, there may be something to this kind of claim, but what had struck the 
researcher (as a classroom tutor) was the students' individu al confidence and optimism. 
This contradicted what was frequently reported in the literature on school to work 
transitions where youngsters approaching the end of their schooling were usually 
presented as being naive, pessimistic or passive, or some combination of these. 
However, in the later part of the period under discussion (from approximately 1986 
onwards) there were some interesting developments in the literature and these develop- 
ments represent a second set of origins for the present study. The rather passive model of 
the individual in the school to work transition and the process of socialisation was being 
challenged. Notions of 'accommodation' and 'resistance' became important. The 
'Individualisation thesis' was beginning to feature strongly in the youth research literature 
(notably Baethge, 1989, pp. 28-32), hinting at the increasing importance of individual 
agency in school to work transitions and the breaking down of collective, structural and 
group influences. The discussion contained within this thesis can be loosely linked with 
postmodernist influenced writings that were starting to stress the diversity and 
fragmentation of human experiences and pathways as opposed to monolithic structural 
'narratives', though these ideas were not as yet being specifically applied to educational 
contexts (Chapter 2, the literature review, discusses these developments in detail and 
provides examples of such writings). 
Traditional explanations of youth attitudes still had some applicability but it seemed that 
there was an ingredient missing, an ingredient that the youth transitions literature was 
beginning to discover. The 'obvious' explanations alone did not provide a complete 
answer. R%ilst the importance of structural factors in the social and economic 
development ofyoung people could not be denied, this sense of (as yet undefined) agency 
seemed to deserve more attention. There was a need to investigate how the new 
vocationalism. had affected those young people currently undergoing the transition from 
school to work. There was also a need to find out something of the perspectives of the 
young people themselves on work preparation and aspirations. We have heard a good deal 
about this from government sources and other official educational bodies, but not much 
from 16-19-year-olds themselves. The generation about to leave full-time education is in 
effect the first generation to have experienced the 'new vocationalism' in full bloom. That 
is, they are the first complete cohort to have experienced the effects of TVEI, the national 
cW-riculum, NVQs and other vocational reforms implemented in the 1980s and the early 
6 
1990s. They will have had new types of experiences at schools and colleges and it is 
important that we ascertain their views on vocational education and training and consider 
the implications for policy and for educational theory. 
1.3 The Importance of Youth Transitions 
This section outlines the social and economic importance of youth transitions and suggests 
a number of reasons why there is a need for detailed research on the topic of young 4-: 1 
people's perceptions of the school to work transition. The section will also link the 
. 
study's research objectives with broader educational issues, including theoretical debates 
about the forms and purposes of education for this age group. 
Frequent mention is made nowadays of 'the learning society' and ongoing, life-long 
'forms of education. The stereotype of education 'finishing' at 16 years of age has largely Z. 
diminished. Education can now take place at any age, it can occur in a number of different 
settings (including the home and the workplace as well as the school and the college), and 
it can take many forms, including modular and distance learning forms, as well. as the more 
traditional formats. 
The proliferation of literature on adult and continuing education is testimony to its 
increasing importance. New emphases on the 'le g society' (Jarvis, 1995, pp. 40-1) arning 
and on 'life-long learning' confirm the renewed importance of educational experiences at 
all stages of the life course. Education is increasingly becoming a life-long activity as the 
'educating' institutions strive to expand their market to include older age groups and this 
clearly has implications for the traditional role of 'student' (Pallas, 1993, p. 442). In this 
context it may seem rather restrictive to focus on the 16- 19 age group. People now enter 
(or re-enter) education at various stages in their lives. The traditional view of an 
individual leaving school and taking up employment at the age of 16 has diminished in a 
variety of ways. There are a number of reasons for this. Firstly, a much hi gaher proportion 
of the age group now stay on in education to at least the age of 18. Secondly, apart from 
employment there is a range of other options including youth training, modem 
apprenticeships, training within employment (e. g. day release) and part-time work. 
Thirdly, as the nature of work and skill requirements are changing rapidly, so the turnover 
of staff and employees (of whatever age) in occupational contexts has increased. Fourthly, 
many of those entering ýhe world of work are re-entering, work as adult returners, perhaps 
trying a new career or returning after a family or educative phase. 
Dramatic developments in information technology and modes of communication, along 
with a broadening view of what constitutes 'education', have led to an interest in different 
locations, settings and contexts for educational activities. Technological improvements 4ý1 
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and the cultivation of distance learning strategies (for example by the. Open University: 
I-lawkridge, 1992) rpean that to a large extent education can take place in the home. 
Baudrillard's claim that production and consumption have given way to an era of mass 
communications in society is applicable to the educational context: textbooks and 
classroom 'scenes' have been partially replaced by screens and networks (Baudrillard, 
1983, p. 126; Sarup, 1993, p. 164). Individuals restricted to the home can still participate 
in educational activities at virtually any level. 
There has also been a renewed interest in education in the work-place, including 
developments hi 'shadowing', 'i-nentoring', 'key workers' and the 'learning organisation' 
(Calderhead and Cm-ter, 1993, pp. 213-4; Brown et al., 1994). Such changes should bring 
the worlds of work and education closer together and may have economic benefits as well 
as learning implications. These developments are sometimes seen as part of the 
educational dh-nension of a move towards 'post-Fordist' work patterns where traditional 
methods of mass production have been replaced by more adaptable and flexible methods 
of management and work activity, including 'just in time' methods and 'Total Quality 
Management'. Workers, whatever their age, according to this view, now need to be 
constantly updating their skills and maintaining fle-xibifity in line with rapid economic 
change. Such developments should be reflected hi the nature of the vocational courses 
being experienced by the students featured in this study. 
ý Modes of education are also changing. The idea of a taught classroom course with a 
single paper qualification at the end can now be seen to be rather simplified. Individuals 
can follow a course in units or modules across different departments, different institutions 
and even across national boundaries. The use of computer networks and distance learning 
techniques promotes greater flexibility in course formats. Life experiences can now be 
taken into account so that Accredited Prior Learning (APL) can be part of a person's 
educational portfolio. Many of these developments have made it easier for individuals 
fi-ý)rn older age groups to return to formal education, though they have also had an effect 
on younger age categories mid, indeed, have sometimes been piloted on teenage learners. 
These developments are having a considerable. impact on all age groups involved hi 
education, whatever form they take. The age range experiencing formal education has 
broadened and the contexts and forms of educational courses and qualifications have 
changed considerably. However, there is not the space here to discuss the nature and 
implications of these changes in full: rather the aims of this section are to show, firstly, 
that these changes have had at least as much effect on the 16-19 age group as on any 
other agge group; and, secondly, that whilst these developments are extremely important 
to all age groups, there are still a number of reasons why the education to work ltý tý 
experiences of 16-19-year-olds merit particular attention. These claims win now be 
discussed iii more detail. 
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The notion of life-long learning is indeed useful and significant (Jarvis, 1995, pp. 23-5) 4! ý 
and it is clearly incorrect to think of any age as a 'cut off point' in educational terms. 
However, the institutional organisation of the British education system and other factors 
mean that the 16 to 18 (or 19) educational process continues to have certain special 
characteristics: "The 16- 18 sector is an important one as it is in a crucial position between 
secondary schooling, further and higher education and the world of work" (Tomes, 1988, ZýI 
p. 198). Another reason for focusing on 16-19-year-olds' educational experiences i's that tn 
the individuals in this group have often been used as 'guinea pigs' before changes have 4: 1 
been tried out in education more generally. This is one of several reasons why this age C, zD 
group was chosen as a focus for the present study. Two major educational developments Cý 
or 'reforms' can be cited to illustrate this point. Firstly, the increased emphasis on 
4vocationalism', or the preparation of students for the workplace, applied in schools and 
colleges in recent years (the 'new vocationalism') and, secondly, the cultivation of 
'leamer centred' models of education for these age categories. 
An increased vocational emphasis has been placed, most clearly, on the educational 
experiences of 14-18-year-olds. This emphasis can be said to include attempts at 
'vocationalising the curriculum', increased periods of work experience, TVEI and related 
schemes and the introduction of NVQs and GNVQs. Collectively, these and other 
changes have been labelled the 'new vocationalism' (further details of the formulation, 
enactment and impact of these policies are provided in Chapter 5). Of course, by its very 
nature, the 'new vocationalism' was aimed at youngsters being prepared for and soon to 
enter the world of work. These changes were targeted specifically at the 14-18 age group 
(and in some cases even more specifically at 16-18-year-olds). Consequently to 
investigate perspectives on the 'new vocationalism' it is imperative that we focus our 
attention on its foremost recipients, and the current cohort of 16-19-year-olds, as 
suggested previously, has experienced these changes in 'full bloom'. Their school and 
college lives have coincided very closely with the era of 'new vocationatis-m' in the 
education and training systems. Their viewpoints should tell us much about the effects of 
recent vocational education and training (VET) reforms. 
The research literature in this field suggests that this particular age group are well aware 
of their 'guinea pigg' status in terms of the reform and expansion of vocational education. ZD 
For example, Bell and Howieson, reporting on research into the impact of TVEI in 
Scottish schools in 19ý8, mention the following questionnaire comment from a student: 
I have nothing but complaints on the present courses. We are guinea pigs... TVEI HAS 
BEEN A TOTAL WASTE OF TIME" (Bell and Howieson, 1988, p. 227). To put this in 
context: 48 per cent of the sample in this study made 'favourable' or 'very favourable' 
co, innients about TVEI, 26 per cent made 'mixed' comments, whIst 26 per cent made 
negative comments (p. 225). The point is made here, however, not to evaluate TVEI as 
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an educational reform, but to show that the members of this age group are very often 
aware of their sometimes special position in terms of the experience of innovations in 
vocational education. The term 'guinea pigs', although implying a rather passive image 
of youngsters on the receiving end of educational policy, has been used in several studies 
of this age group. What these young people have to say about their unique experiences 
of vocational education may have very important implications for policy-makers. 
Much the same can be said about those changes that have been implemented under the 
guise of 'learner centred' education. The majority of early, serious attempts to enact this 
kind of model of learning arguably took place in secondary schools and 16-18 colleges, 4ý 
although it must also be acknowledged that 'child centred' learning has been a feature in 
many primary schools for a considerable period of time. New pedagogic techniques, new 
ways of assessing and reporting on individual students and innovative methods of 
organising and presenting courses have been important in the 14-18 age group. The use 
of records of achievement (including self-assessment modules), student-centred aspects 
0f GCSE syllabuses (from 1988) and an increased emphasis on course work are all 
manifestations of the move towards learner centred education in this group. VVhUst these 
changes are now also evident in primary schools and in adult education it could be argued 
that the first formal large scale implementations of this type of development took place 
with the introduction of the educational reforms of 1988-93 which mainly had an impact 
on late-secondary school pupils and further education, sixth form and tertiary college 
students. A leading proponent of these reforms, closely involved in the development of 
NVQs, has argued that it is essential that the emerging model of education based on these 
reforms should be 'learner centred' and 'client-led' (Jessup, 1991, pp. 3-6). 
A second reason for the importance of research into the educational experiences of 16- 
19-year-olds concerns the significance of this particular transitional phase in an 
individual's biography or 'Efe course'. Although the role and context of 'schooling in the 
1ýfe course' may be changing (Pallas, 1993, pp. 441-2) what happens to an individual by 
the time he or she leaves full-time education (whether this be at 16 or 18 or later) remains 
fundamentally important in terms of setting up 'life chances'. In this age of flexible work 
patterns and ongoing education, qualifications at 16+ are not the be-all and end-all, but 
they remain extremely significant. The qualifications an individual possesses and the job 
or scheme he or she enters upon leaving full-time education still tell us a great deal about 
the potential occupational position and general future prospects of that young person. 
VVhilst educational qualifications are not the only indicator used by employers in their 
recruitment procedures - often qualifications are used in conjunction with non-academic 
attributes (Moore, 199 1, p. 279) - they are nevertheless very important as a filtering device 
and a selection mechanism, especially in this age of 'qualifications inflation' (Raffe, 1988, 
p,. 44). Roberts, describing the ESRC 16-19 Initiative, comments that "qualifications 
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earned by age 16 proved the best single predictor of the directions that individuals' careers 
would then take" (Roberts, 1993, p. 230). 
'Mere is plenty of evidence that Britain's occupational and higher education structures 
remain 'hierarchised'. A lack of an appropriate qualification makes it that much more 
difficult to move up a stage either in employment or in further study. It is difficult to 
generalise because individual experiences can be very different, but to a considerable Z> 
extent predictions can be made about possible 'career trajectories' based upon students' 
school-leaving qualifications. This, in turn, to return to one of the main themes of this 
thesis, suggests that structures still impose at least some limitations upon individual 
agency in terms of educational and employment progress. 
In an era when institutions are compared in statistical league tables and consumer 
satisfaction is heavily quantified there is no sign of a decline in the importance of paper 
qualifications. Higher staying on rates in full-time education may actually increase the 4: 1 
significance and importartce. of educational qualffications. Hurrelmann. comments that "the 
predominant characteristic of adolescent fife is an extended school attendance with... deep 
biographical significance for... placement in the social structure of s&iety" (Hurrelmann, 
1989, p. 18). Employment patterns may actually tell us the biographical status of an 
individual, but opportunities for employTnent are largely developed with the qualifications; 
system: 
The educational system possesses a dominant function in the qualification of the 
offspring of society and the selection accordingly to different levels of prestige and 
qualification. The final decision about the status attained takes place within the 
occupational system, but the pre-decision in the form of presenting school-leaving 
certificates of different quality is made within the education system (Hurrelmann, 
1989, pp. 6-7). 
Hurrelmann is a writer sympathetic to notions of 'individualisation' and he acknowledges 
that adolescents have a degree of choice, which can be seen as an important dimension 
of 'agency' in some aspects of social life (p. 18). Like many others in the field, he clearly 
does not underestimate the importance of educational qualifications at the point of 
departure from the full-time education system. He implicitly reco*gnises that educational 
qualifications can be affected by both structure (class, race, etc. ) arid agency influences 
(individual effort). The importance of qualifications and certificates to the young people 
themselves (and their own responsibility for attaining these) seems to be emphasised in 
virtually every recent study of the age group in educational contexts. 
The 16-19 transition has economic significance for both the individual concerned and 
for society in general. For the individual, education contributes significantly to the process 
oý setting up of an array of life chances, or, alternatively, the process of denying 
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youngsters thew life chances, possibly leading to 'polarisation' and the 'marginalisation' 
of vulnerable categories of young people. For society, or the economy, issues relating to 
the'quantity and the quality of the supply of youth labour are important. The supply of 
youth labour can take many forms from the provision of temporary, part-time and 
unofficial work inputs, through employment on training schemes and the like, to the 
development of technological and other skills at the highest levels of full-time, permanent 
employment. Young workers may be more flexible than other groups of workers and have 
an important role in fulfilling employers' future training aspirations. In this age of 
'flexibilisation', government reports and white papers frequently stress that it is vital that 
employers and economic institutions have access to an adaptable, skilled, flexible, trained 
workforce, and that the economic prospects of the nation depend to a large extent on the 
abilities and potential of its young workers. Young people are an important source of the 
new skills required for an ever-changing labour market (Employment Department Group, 
1994, p. 64). 
Political and social aspects of youth transitions are also important. Recent studies have 
emphasised the importance of 'citizenship' and the development of young people as 
adults, with rights and responsibilities, who can make a worthwhile contribution both to 
the local community and to the wider society (e. g. France, 1996; Evans, 1995). Indeed 
several studies have chosen to focus on citizenship and the political socialisation of young 
people rather than on the economic aspects of educational transitions. The choice of focus 
in such studies depends to a large extent upon perceptions of the purposes of education 
for this age group. There are many different viewpoints on these issues, but it is worth 
stressing that whichever perspective is taken as a starting point, even in this age of life- 
long learning, there is a large measure of agreement about the special significance of 
educational and work experiences in the late teenage years: the 'problems of youth' are 
the 'problems of society'. 
1.4 Definina Ternis: Structure, Auncy and Individualisation in Youne People's 
Lives 
Mention has already been made in this thesis of the terms structure, agency and 
individualisation. This section discusses some of the ways in which these terms will be 
used and clarifies their meaning in relation to the present project. The following section 
considers conceptions of 'skill' and 'skill formation' along with definitions of the 'labour 
market'. 
As stated previously the main aims of the research are to explore structure and agency 
iA young people's lives in terms of their perceptions of the 'new vocationalism' and to 
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assess how much control they feel they have over the further education phase of the 
school to work transition. As indicated earlier, these aims were partially stimulated by a 
limited, but important and now expanding, literature on 'individualisat. ion'. It was through 
the development of the 'individualisation thesis' that youth researchers began to become 
aware of possible manifestations of structure and agency in young people's lives. 
There are several versions of the individualisation thesis and the relevant conceptual 
fi-ameworks are still being developed in the literature (for a fuller discussion see Section 
2.6). A useful starting point in defining these terms is the fundamental question posed by 
Breakwell in the Careers and Identities study. In discussing the relative influences of 
education, training, the family and the peer group on the shaping of 'self and 'identity' 
in the adolescent, she asks: 
But where does individual agency fit into this picture? Does the young person 
merely respond blindly to structural and situational influences or does he or she 
do anything actively to control them? Are there choices to be made or merely 
directives from cultural roots to reproduce the same lifestyles, values and 
aspirations that have gone before? How are competing pressures accommodated 
or resisted and the dilemmas they present resolved? (Banks et al., 1992, p. 109). 
The definitions used in the present study stem from this kind of conceptualisation: 
structures are those 'structural and situational influences' which shape individual identity 
and which do not originate from the individual's own creative actions. Structural factors 
wM include culture, family influences, peer pressures and dimensions of social characteris- 
tics such as class, race and gender. 
Previous studies of school to work transitions suggest that some or all of these factors 
have an impact on young people's choices and progressions. The family may assist in 
finding and setting up employment for a young person through informal social networks 
(conversely, parental influences may perhaps restrict choices through the setting of limited 
horizons for sons or daughters). Race and/or gender may have a negative impact where 
prejudice and discrimination on the part of employers, trainers or educational institutions 
come into play. Social class and gender ('the primary bases of stratification in our 
society') will also have a considerable effect on young people's transitions and career 
prospects (Jones, 1986, p. 9). A particularly important structure in the context of this 
study is the labour market, which in turn can be divided into local and national labour 
markets. 
Agency, in contrast, is a term which refers to all those influences in the shaping of 
individual identity and career outcomes which come from the individual him or herself. 
Tpese will include decisions about careers and future training and education options 
(amongst other things) made by the individual free from (or in spite of) other constraints, 
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such as pressure from the home, from peers or fi-om the. school. Agency involves the. 
individual being active, acting independently and autonomously, and, to some extent, 
resisting broader structural and cultural influences. Of course no individual operates 
completely free of 'constraints' of various kinds and there are degrees of agency. In a 
se use agency can be represented as a continiatin, moving from 'complete constraint' 
towards the 'ideal' (but unrealistic) situation of complete fi-eedom, independence and 
autonomy in decision-making. Where the individual feels that he or she has a considerable 
degree of control over the school to work transition then the perceived influence of 
agency is likely to be high. For example, the I 8-year-old girl who aims for a career in I 4; ý ZD 
engineering and the 16-year-old 'working class' boy who stays on at school and aims for 
higher education, despite contrary pressure ft-om parents and careers advisers, are both 
clearly exercising a degree of agency given their social and personal contexts. 
Of course decision-makint, is a complex form of behaviour and structure and agency 
should not be treated as completely separate, isolated terms. When a young person 
decides to apply for a particular college course or to embark on a chosen career route it 
is very difficult to see what the often complex and numerous influences are underlying 
such a decision. Someth-nes even the young person will be unsure of the factors 
motivating and shaping a decision such as this. It is virtually impossible to disentangle an 
the influences behind such important fife course decisions. The influences can be subtle 
and complex and can originate from a variety of different sources. For example, a 16- 
year-old might deny family and school as primary influences on a particular career or 
further education option, whereas an 'outsider' may be able to see influences fi-om parents 
or school careers advisers at work. These difficulties occur because individualisation, 
which involves young people 'navigating' through their transitions with both structural 
and agency influences, by its very nature, is a complex process. It is also at this stage a 
highly theoretical concept. This is why one aim of the, present research is to try to 
discover if theoretical conceptualisations of individualisation are actually relevant and 
applicable to young people's school-to-work transitions in practice: the project is an 
attempt empirically to verify the existence of individualisatioll processes ill young 
I)eol)le's eveqtlay lives, using further education as an appropriate institutional scenario. 
This is consistent with the statement made at the outset of this thesis about assessing the z: 1 
contributions made by structural and agency influences to young people's transitions in 
the sense that both these types of influence must be present to a significant degree if 
'individualisation' processes are occurring. 
The increasin- use of terms such as accoinniotlation and resistance in relation to young 
people's school, training and work experiences is a reflection of this kind of complexity. 
Early theories of socialisation presented a rather passive view of the individual being 
shaped' or 'moulded' by socialising structures such as the family and the education 
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system, but these theories were later challenged by writers who were able to show that 
individuals could, to varying degrees, resist such structural pressures (see Section 2.4). 
The development of the concepts of accommodation and resistance opened up and 
cr eated new possibi lities for previously limited theories of socialisation. In terms of the 
present study there are loose links between the accommodation/resistance and 
st. ructure/agency dichotomies. 16-19-ye, -Lr-olds can accommodate structural demands to 
varying degrees (from 'putting up' with them to complete consensus with these 
influences) and can also resist, challenge or reject them. In this sense resistance is linked 
closely to agency, in that creative individual thought and actions must take place in order 
to counter the structural influences present in school to work transitions. What the 
introduction of concepts such as accommodation and resistance, followed by the 
development of theories of active and J)assive individualisation (Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 
1994, pp. xiv-xv) did was to challenge purely structuralist explanations of the position of 
youth in society. Generation theory, functionalist theory and theories of social reproduc- 
tion were now being challenged by the 'life course perspective' and the 'individualisation 
thesis' (Jones and Wallace, 1992, pp. 5-17; see also Section 2.5). Along with structure, 
theories of youth transition now also have to consider individualist dimensions of these 
processes: this is why it is important now to conduct empirical investigations into the 
relative Muence of agency on young people's decisions and life trajectories. The 
development of this new terminology, linked via the individualisation thesis to concepts 
of structure and agency, has provided a relevant conceptual starting point for the present 
study and at the same time points to a useful rationale for the conduct of the research. 
1.5 Defining Terms: Skill Formation and Labour Markets 
One aspect of the level of confidence young people will feel during their school to work 
transitions is how they see themselves in terms of the possession of various types of 
4 skill'. The research design will include attempts to ask young people what skills they Z: I ZýI 
have and how theirjob prospects are related to the development of skills via FE courses. 
There is considerable controversy about the. meaning of the term 'skill' and its 
applicability to 14- 18 educational and training processes. These problerns a-rise because 
the terrn can be, applied to a whole range of activities, from a specific task such as using ID 
a tool or typing, to more general sets of attributes such as the ability to make decisions Z: I 
or to work as part of a team. The question of whether 16-19-year-olds should develop 
specific skills, general skills, or some combination of these, has recently featured 
prominently in debates in education and training circles, as illustrated by the discussions 
about the purposes, aims and composition of NVQs and GNVQs. 
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The present study adopts throughout a broad definition of 'skill', seeing skills as both 
specific and generalised. This allows for the possibility of asking young people in Further 
Education colleges about both particular skills (e. g. 'how confident do you feel in using ZD C 
information technology? ') and more generalised sets of skills (e. g. - 'do you think- you 
could pass on your skills to other individuals? '). This will permit a consideration of skill 
f6imation (or lack of it) in NVQ, GNVQ, BTEC and other relevant courses. It will also 
facilitate discussions on the development of skills- from a variety of sources, not just the 
college course. 
In some respects much of the official literature hi the field previously took definitions 
of skill for granted. Government reports often stressed the. importance of future 'skill 
needs' without really defirýng these. precisely. More recently, this was a common criticism 
of NVQ requirements: 
National Vocational Qualifications... provide a guarantee to employers that the- 
individual can perform a job in a particular occupation, to the specified level of 
skill and competence (Department for Trade and Industry, 1994, p. 36, para. 4.24). 
This quotation, fi-om the 1994 White Paper, Conywitiveness: He1j)ing Business to Will, 
is fairly typical of official interpretations of the term 'skill'. It does not elaborate on the 
meanings of the terms 'skill' and 'competence' and seems to assume that these concepts 
can be defined narrowly and unproblematically. 
Official publications still tend to treat the concept of skill as limited and unproblematic. 
They also frequently make inention of 'core skills', usually based on literacy and 
numeracy, assuming that there is universal agreement on what these skills are and why 
they are needed. In practice there have been considerable disagreements about what 
actually constitutes a 'core skill' and about the best ways of assessing and developing 
these attributes. However, there are some -indications that this narrow focus may be 
b6ginning to change, as in the following example: I 
Looking beyond the current position, there is every reason to believe that we have 
to h-nprove a wide range. of skills at every level in the labour force... It is no longer 
enough to think simply of the specific skills needed by specific jobs. Change 
within jobs, and dernands for greater flexibiEty between jobs, mean that we need 
to think in terms of giving people broad vocational skills, which can form a 
foundation for more specific skills (Employment Department Group, 1995, p. 5, 
para. 1.37). 
In both these instances-skill is not fiffly defined, though the second example does hint at 
movement towards a broader, more fluid conception of the term. The first example firiks, 
the term skill with coinj)etence and NVQs are said to be based upon specific competences. 
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These can be assessed, measured and recorded at different levels. The notion of 
competence has played an important part in the development-of a framework of 
VOCatiODaI qualificatioDs by the NCVQ (see, Section 5.3). 
It has been argued, however, that the measuring of specific skins does not actually ten 
employers (or anybody else for that matter) much about the general abilities of the 
individual. Many occupational skills are broad, general combinations of a variety of skins, 
and in an age when flexible working is paramount, indicators based on special elements 
of skills or competences are not particularly useful. Smithers provides an appropriate 
example of this: 
there is no guarantee that aggregating numerous individual "competencies" win 
amount to skilled overall performance. Being able to dribble and do headers, for 
extunple, do not make a footballer. It is the way they are put together that matters 
(Smithers, 1995, p. It). 
Employers often need to ask 'how good is an individual at a i-ange of different skillsT or 
to what extent can an. individual use. skills in combination, for example, in dealing with 
peopleT The introduction of GNVQs, with their broader skill reqýirement.,. -,, was partly 
a response to this kind of criticism. 
Much of the literature relating to skills in education and training is critical of these 
official attempts to define skills and to set up frameworks for the cultivation of such skills. 
The two main criticisms can be summarised as follows: (1) official definitions of skill are 
too specific and therefore too limited; (2) there is an emphasis in official documents on 
skills as knowledge' rather than on 'skill as a process'. To counter these tendencies there 
have been attempts in the literature to "unpack the processes, meanings, and outcomes 
of skills development" (Brown and Behrens, 1993, pp. I 1- 12). Critiques of the official 
view of skills as being based upon 'competences' are outlined further in Section 5.3. 
To sum up, the issues of how skills should be defined, how they can be assessed and 
how they should be developed in further education, are clearly important both for the 
career opportunities of young people and for the economic well-being of the nation as, a 
whole. This thesis, in line with recent developments in the literature, acknowledges 
official definitions of skill and competence as used in secondary and tertiary education, 
but also adopts a broad definition of skill and, as with other aspects of 16-19 transitions, 
seeks to find out how young people themselves interpret the notion of 'skill' and what 
skills they feel they possess as they experience the final stag ges of their education and early 
involvement in the workplace. 
Linked with the concept of 'skill formation' is the notion of 'labour market'. The ski-us 
that an individual possesses will significantly contribute to his or her position in the labour 
market with important consequences in terms of financial rewards and life chances. 
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Labour markets can be examined at international, national, regional or local levels. It is 
even possible to look at 'segmentation' within a labour market based upon gender, age, 
racial and occupational segments (Ashton et al., 1987, pp. 163-7). As indicated previously, 
the present research will concentrate on two contrasting labour markets defined 
geographically in tenns of the boroughs which contain them: one based in an M4 corridor 
town and the other based in an East London borough. The pseudonyms used throughout 
this thesis for these two locations are, respectively, Westdown and Eastborough. 
Following, previous 'area studies' the local labour nzarket is defined as the 'travel- to- 
work area'. In other words, for the purposes of this study, the local labour market is 
defined in terms of geographical proximity and feasibility as a travel-to-work destination 
in relation to the colleges and the communities featured. East London, with its better 
transport infrastructure and proximity to central London perhaps constitutes a broader 
geographical travel-to-work area than the M4 corridor town, but this does not necessarily 
mean that there are more jobs available there. On the contrary, the East London borough 
was chosen as an example of a depressed labour market with some 'inner city' 
characteristics, whilst the M4 corridor town was chosen as an example of a buoyant 
labour market with lower than average unemployment rates. 
The ESRC 16-19 Initiative and the Anglo-German Studies (reported in the next two 
sections) are based on comparisons of local labour market areas, the latter at an 
international le vel. There have been many other examples of area studies and some of the 
more important of these are discussed in Section 6.1. Of course these area labour markets 
exist within a national labour market and in many respects the former are shaped by the 
latter. Whilst there are clear local and regional variations in vacancies, employment and 
unemployment, the impact of national trends is considerable to say the least (see Section 
5.4). It must also be borne in mind that there may be differences between the youth labour 
market and the adult labour market. To some extent trends in the adult labour market will 
be reflected in the youth labour market, but the latter may also have special features of its 
own (see Section 5.5). 
1.6 Links With the ESRC 16-19 Initiative 
The study has been planned to link with the ESRC 16-19 Initiative. The main publication 
arising from this Initiative, Careers and Identities (Banks et al., 1992), along with its 
accompanying Youth Network Occasional Papers, provided important methodological Z: - 
and substantive inspirations as well as useful empirical data of various forms. 
Careers and Identities is an integrated study of the economic and political socialisation 
of young people (aged 16-19) using an interdisciplinary approach. This particular project 
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influenced the present research in a number of ways: firstly, in tenns of the main 
conceptual framework used; secondly, in terms of the methodological scheme utilised; 
and, thirdly, in terms of the data on young people produced. 
The conceptual framework used in Careers and Identities stimulated interest in the 
effects of structure and agency on young people's transitions. Banks and his colleagues 
commented that: 
To make sense of teenage socialisation against the backcloth of turbulent 
economic and political change, we need to distinguish between two types of 
Muence which shape progress and determine ultimate destination (Banks et al., 
1992, p. 8). 
These influences are. conceptualised as 'career' and 'identity': these' are the 'two critical 
areas of social life' on which the book focuses. Career is defined broadly so as to include 
adult domestic life, leisure and politics as well as entry into and progress through the 
labour market (Banks et al., 1992, p. 8). The concept of career is based on structural 
influences such as locality, gender, social class, race and (more loosely) culture and group 
membership (pp. 8-11). Identity is influenced by individual developmental changes such 
as sexual and social maturity. It tends to be based on self-perceptions and can have a 
number of dimensions including occupational identity and political identity. The study of 
identity formation has included work on youth cultures (or sub-cultures) as these can play 
an important part in the development of adolescent identities (pp. 11- 14). 
This conceptual model of teenage socialisation p rovides a basis for developing our 
theoretical understandino, of the life patterns of this age group and may also provide 
pointers for policy and practice: "Knowledge of how careers develop and how identity is 
formed is the base on which successful attempts to enhance young people's prospects and 
improve their effectiveness as adult citizens, will grow" (pp. 16-17). 
The themes of structure and agency underpin the respective notions of 'career' and 
'identity' and in this sense the conceptual framework used in the 16- 9 Initiative provides 
an important starting point for the present study. However, the structure-agency division 
is not always made explicit in Careers and Identities, nor is there a full discussion directed 
at the relative impact of these two types of influence on young people's day-to-day lives. 
Rather, career and identity are used as ways of organising the project and as broad themes 
for the presentation and reporting of the study's findings. Additionally, there are important &; I ZP 
differences between the terms 'identity' and 'agency'. VAilst identity clearly can involve 
individual activity and control it is to a considerable extent formed and influenced by 
groups such as the peer group and youth cultures. In the present project, whilst 
acknowled ing that it is virtually impossible to separate individual, group and structural 9 C) 
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influences on attitudes and behaviour, there is an attempt to use agency in a more 
'individualistic' way. It is used to express those aspects of youth transitions which young 
people feel they themselves can control to some degree. 
A second way in which the ESRC 16-19 Initiative influences the present research stems 
from its innovative methodological approach. A strategic decision was made by the 
authors to under-take case studies - to research four different labour market localities in 
Britain (Banks et al., 1992, p. 90). The four towns and cities chosen were Kirkcaldy, 
Liverpool, Swindon and Sheffield (researchers from the University of Surrey were 
involved in the Swindon project). 'ne study of contrasting labour markets is not new - for 
example Ashton et al. (1990) studied three contrasting towns in England - but the 
combination of this with the use of a particular set of detailed research techniques is. A 
number of different methodological approaches were used, reflecting the multi-disciplinary 
nature of the project. Data collection techniques included the following: 
-a questionnaire survey, with two cohorts, carried out in 1987-89; 
- interviews, using structured and unstructured questions; 
ethnographic studies, including qualitative interviews in Kirkcaldy and group 
ethnographies in Sheffield (for examples of the latter see Bates, 1993a, and 
Riseborough, 1993a, 1993b). 
The study was both area-based and longitudinal and the use of different techniques meant 
that a number of forms of analysis were possible: "Ihe design adopted for the project may 
be seen as multi-level and multi-perspective in form. It offered a particularly rich variety 
of analytic possibflitiýs" (Banks et al., 1992, p. 26). A particular strength of the Careers 
and Identities report was the way in which quantitative and qualitative information could 
be combined: 
Blending [ethnographic] infonnation with statistical data enabled us to uncover 
an exceptionally detailed tapestry of post-16 experience. The socialisation 
processes underlying the construction of careers and identities are revealed in both 
the broad patterns and the rich textures of individual and group life (Banks et al., 
1992, p. 27). 
A similar mix of data collection methods has been used in the present study, though 
obviously differences in timescales and in resources available mean that such techniques 
could not be used in as much depth or on as large a scale'as in the ESRC Initiative. The 
notion of area studies was also taken up, using two contrasting labour markets. ZP 
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The multi-method approach and the idea of adding a qualitative layer to quantitative 
data were particularly appealing. The possibility of building up qualitative data to 
supplement, illustrate and illuminate statistical information seemed pa rticularly appropriate 
'for youth transition research. This is why, influenced by the ESRC 16-19 strategy, a 
decision was made to place 'ethnographic group interviews' at the heart of the 
methodology (see Sections 3.5 and 3.6). 
The findings of the 16-19 Initiative have also assisted the present study, though it should 
be noted that the 16-19 Initiative was able to look in much broader terms at a variety of 
aspects of young people's lives. The present study has concentrated upon school to work 
transitions within a further education context and has taken as a major concern young- 
sters' feelings of control over such processes. 
Areas of adolescent life studied by the Careers and Identities team included home and 
family life, social patterns, leisure activities, political attitudes and beliefs, as well as career 
patterns and aspirations. Careers and Identities provides detailed and rich background 
information on many important and wide-ranging, aspects of young people's everyday 
lives. It is to be hoped that the present study will build upon this by adding an extra 
dimension to one particular aspect of these findings: namely, it may assist in developing 
ia more detailed understanding of young people's beliefs, attitudes and feelings of control 
i over school to work transitions within a fiurther education context.. The ESRC samples 
of young people had entered a variety of different settings in training, education, 
employment and unemployment, whereas the samples used in this project all had in 
common the context of day-to-day experience in a further education college. This limits 
the amount of generalisation that can be made from the samples - for example, the 
experiences of college students will not be the same as those of unemployed teenagers - 
but this kind of focusing in on a particular setting may help to illuminate and add to the 
broader findings of Careers and Identities and similar cohort-type studies. 
1.7 Links With the An2lo-German Studies 
The second set of methodological and substantive influences on the present research 
derives from two books and an associated series of reports that can be referred to 
collectively as the 'Anglo-German Studies. The studies by Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ) 
(1991) Youth and Work- Transition to Employment in England and Germany, and Evans 
and Heinz (Eds. ) (1994) Becoming Adults in England and Germany, are partly a 
manifestation of the 'internationalization of youth and employment research' (Roberts, 
199ý, p. 24). A third study is underway, looking at processes of skill formation in England, 
Germany and the Netherlands (see Brown, 1996). These studies reflect a growing interest 
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in comparative research on the experiences of young people in different national settings, 
partly motivated by the realisation that although there, are different national institutional 
contexts for youth transitions, many of the. experiences of this age group, particularly 
within the industrialised nations, are similar. The discussion of 'individualisation' as a 
process within youth transitions, for example, has taken place within an international 
framework. 
The aspects of the Anglo-Gennan Studies which link well with and provided a 
motivating factor for - resent lines of enquiry included, firstly, as with the ESRC 16-19 1p 
Initiative, the use. of specific labour market areas for comparative enquiry; secondly, the 
selection of matched samples along with the use of interview techniques which produced 
detailed bioCYraphical profiles of young people's transitional experiences; thirdly, the Zý 
conceptual framework of 'poficy as espoused', 'policy as enacted' and 'policy as 
experienced'; and, finally, the findings of these studies (dating from 1988 onwards) which I ýD 
can usefully be compared with the findings of the present study. 
I One of the main aims of the authors of the Anglo-German Studies was to address 
questions of educational and training policy: "What should British and German policy- 
makers be doing to maximise young people's fulfilment and effectiveness in the labour 
market under different economic conditions? What can each country usefully learn from 
the other? " (Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ), 1991, p. xiv). It was decided that limitations in 
time and resources available would make it difficult for the present study to take on a true 
comparative, international dimension. However, findings from studies of the experiences 
of young people in Germany and in other countries will be drawn upon as appropriate. 
Additionally, several methodological and conceptual ideas from the Anglo-Gcrman 
Studies are used to formulate and develop aspects of the present research, including the 
use. of contrasting labour market area studies. 
In order to discover something of the experiences of young people in England and 
G, ermany and to rnap out their routes to work the authors selected samples from towns 
twinned on the basis of their contracting or expanding labour markets. Swindon was thus 
paired with Paderborn (expanding labour markets) and Liverpool with Bremen 
(contracting, labour markets). "Each pair of towns had a sh-nila-r economic history and 
current social mix" (ibid., p. xv). 
A sample of 160 16-19-year-olds was selected from each of the four towns studied, 
with the samples matched across the twin towns in terms of their career routes. In both 
studies the following broad career trajectories were utilised: 
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I ACADEMIC ROUTE - academic mainstream leading towards higher education; 
Il ROUTE TO SKILLED EMPLOYMENT - includes the dual system in Germany and 
apprenticeships or vocational further education courses in Britain; 
III UNCERTAIN ROUTES - other forms of education and training leading typically to 
semi-skilled employment; 
IV ROUTES TO NOWHERE - early experience of unskilled work, unemployment and 
'remedial' training schemes (ibid., pp. xvi-xx; Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994, p. 6). 
(Some earlier papers had used a categorisation based on five trajectories rather than four, I 
including a two-step route, involving the move from school to a training scheme and then 
into employment: see, for example, Evans, Taylor and Boss, 1992, p. 254; Evans, 1989, 
pp. 46-47). The samples included equal numbers of males and females from each of the 
four career routes in two cohorts (Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ), 199 1, pp. xvii, 11). This 
allowed a direct cross-national comparison of the various career routes. 
The samples used in the present research consisted of 16-19-year-olds attending two 
FE colleges. Within these college,,, samples were selected mainly from vocational courses, 
consequently most of the students will fall into either career trajectory 11 or III (as defined 
above). In the questionnaire phase two A level groups were used for comparative 
purposes and some of the, vocational students were aiming for higher education (via 
GNVQs) so some respondents will be in category 1. Of course all these students at the 
time of the research were on full-time college courses and this does not tell us with any 
certainty where they will end up. Transition patterns are changing all the time and while 
some of the students were aiming for higher education there were undoubtedly some who 
were in danger of ending up as unemployed or on remedial schemes. 
The methodology used in the Anglo-German Studies, rather like the approach of the 
ESRC 16-19 Initiative, involved the use of both quantitative and qualitative analysis. The 
quantitative analysis was derived from postal structured questionnaires completed in 
1988-9 and took the form of cross-tabulations of structural and attitudinal variables, 
whflst the qualitative aspect was based on 'comparative case -analysis', involving 
interviews of matched pairs of individuals. (The second study, particularly, developed 
4 case histories' by interviewing 16 matched respondents from each of the four locations). 
Bynner and Roberts comment that: 
we are aware of the limitations of cross-cultural analysis based on small numbers 
of individual cases and groups. However, by focusing on trajectories as they are 
institutionalised in Britain and Germany, and by selecting closely matched cases, z: 1 
we have a valid frame of reference for comparative study (ibid., 199 1, p. 14). 
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Similarly, in the second study Evans and Heinz acknowledge that they cannot make 
generalisations on the basis of relatively few cases: 
but we think that our careful selection of cases with reference to trajectory and 
labour market, and our use of problem-centred interviewing and step-by-step 
analysis of interviews, enable us to form a coherent picture of the ways that young 
people perceive chances and risks and how they act to realise their occupational 
goals (1994, pp. 210-11). 
This multi-layered research design, it will be seen, has influenced the design of the present 
project. Another important influence, from the second Anglo-German Study, was the 
distinction between three different dimensions of the impact of educational and training 
policy (Evans and Heinz, 1995, p. 3): 
- Policy as Espoused 
- Policy as Enacted 
- Policy as Experienced 
This three-fold categorisation provided a very helpful conceptual framework for the 
present study which aimed to focus down on to the experiences of young people via their 
national, local and institutional contexts. The discovery of this set of categorisations, was 
particularly important as it provided a way of linking the structural contexts and individual 
experiences to be considered in the present research and this is why the central parts of 
this thesis have been organised around this three-fold policy distinction. 
Policy as Espoused is taken here to mean national policy on vocational aspects of 
ftulher education as expressed in official documents such as government reports and white 
papers. It refers to what the government and its agencies intend to do in the area of 
vocational education and training based on public declarations of policy. National VET 
policies are summarised in Chapter 5. 
Policy as Enacted refers to how these declared policy intentions are actually put into 
practice in local and institutional contexts. Chapter 6 considers what actually happens in 
practice in the two contrasting local labour markets and colleges featured in the study. W 
Policy as Experienced manifests itself more at an individual level and represents 
experiences of vocational education 'at the sharp end': it involves young people's day-to- 
day experiences of vocational education and training. As stated previously, a major aim 
of this study is to try to discover something of the day-to-day experiences of two samples 
of students currently in college on vocationally-orientated courses. An outline of these 
Aperiences is provided in Chapters 7,8 and 9 which are based on the questionnaire data 
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and the interview responses collected during the course of the present research. 
There is inevitably something of a gap between the three different policy dimensions and 
this is one reason why Evans and Heinz used this distinction. Many educational wifters 
have noted the differences between national policy intentions relating to VET and what 
actually happens in schools and colleges. It may be that there are unintended (and 
unforeseen) consequences to VET policies or it may be that official institutions in 
education have 'hidden' intentions that are not publicly declared. The present research, 
with its focus from national to local to individual contexts, its discussion of the relative 
influences of structure and agency, and its emphasis on the young person's point of view 
based on his or her daily experiences, hopes to throw some light on these different 
manifestations of VET policy. 
Many of the research questions interesting the Anglo-German investigators had policy Zýl 
implications: 
What does it mean for a young person to be equipped for the same job via a 
similar career track in the two countries? How does the experience differ 
qualitatively and what differences are there in outcomes: in young people's 
effectiveness as workers and citizens, and in their attitudes and values? Are these 
experiences and outcomes the same or different for young people receiving their 
education and training in areas with contracting as opposed to expanding labour 
markets? (Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ), 1991, pp. 4-5). 
The Anglo-German Studies, particularly in the second phase, were also concerned with 
the broad 'life patterns' of their samples and looked at areas such as family relations, life 
satisfaction and political attitudes (Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ), 1991, Ch. X). 
As with the ESRC 16-19 Initiative a broad view was taken of relevant aspects of these 
young people's lives. However, once again, it would be useful to kno w more about young 
people's feelings of control in these processes and whether or not the term 'individuali- 
sation' provides an appropriate description of school to work transitions. These specific 
objectives were not primary aims of the Anglo-German Studies, though the term 
4trajectory' in some ways provides a basis for considerations of structure and agency in 
young people's lives. The term is used to indicate that "structural factors, individual 
attitudes and actions should be seen in reference to each other" (1991, p. 207). The 
authors note that their study has implications for the ongoing debate on 'individualised 
youth biographies'. These implications are not discussed in detail, though the suggestion Z; - ltý 
is made that German young people experience an 'extended' transition which "could 
provide more opportunity for an 'active mode of individualisation ...... (1991, p. 226). 
, This suggestion is taken further in the second study where Evans and Heinz usefully 
elaborate the distinction between active and passive modes of individualisation. Active 
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individualisation involves "a process of self-determined decision-making between 
occupational goals and in the choice of pathways to enter them" (1994, pp. xiv-xv). In z: 1 
England passive individuaEmtion was encouraged by the situation whereby career choices, 
although plentiful, did not encourage individual decision-making competencies in young 
people. ' In both countries careers education programmes tended to be information- 
oriented, leading the authors to suggest that a more learner centred model of guidance is 
needed (1994, p. 183). 
Another useful concept allowing for both individual and structural dimensions is the 
notion of 'transition behaviour' developed in the second study. By transition behaviour 
the authors mean "the patterns of activity that young people adopt in attempting to realise 
their personal interests and occupational goals within social requirements and structured 
opportunities" (1994, p. 211). Four types of transition behaviour were identified: 
'strategic', 'taking chances', 'step-by-step' and 'wait and see. The first two of these are 
generally active forms of job-seekino; behaviour, whereas the latter two are passive 
(pp. 212-13). 
As indicated above, one of the main conclusions of the studies was that in Germany 
school to work transitions are extended, whereas in England, in contrast, such transitions 
are accelerated (1991, pp. 224-6). In Germany, with its highly-regulated dual system of 
education and training, apprenticeship system and high staying on rates, the transition 
process tended to take longer and this was generally beneficial to the young people 
experiencing this transition. On the negative side, the authors reported that there were 
variations in the quality of training and that in some ways the German institutional system 
was too rigid, almost: to the extent of penalising flexibility and individuality (1991, pp. 232- 
8; 1994, pp. 243-4). 
The British system had the strengths of providing a broad range of vocational 
experiences and encouraging the use of initiative and responsibility. It was more flexible 
in that there was some allowance for youngsters 'changing track' and early experience of 
the labour market often contributed to this age group experiencing adult responsibilities 
at an earlier stage than their German counterparts. The main weaknesses were that in 
some respects the system demanded too much too soon from the youngsters, staying on 
rates were low, there was an absence of a 'training culture' and too many British 
youngsters were on 'routes to nowhere' (1991, pp. 238-45; 1994, pp. 244-6). It was also 
found that "the state of the [local] labour market is critical in determining whether the 
diversity of routes will lead to adult employmenf' (1991, p. 244; 1994, p. 244). With a 
focus on two colleges in two contrasting local labour markets the present study may be 
able to add further evidence in relation to this issue of the impact of local employment 
situations. 
I 
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Additionally, because the questionnaire used in the present study is based partially on 
the one produced for the first Anglo-German Study some of the quantitative findings 
n-dght be usefully compared and contrasted. However, it must be stressed that the samples 
are by no means equivalent - the aim is simply to see how the experiences and opinions 
of the youngsters in these particular contexts compare with those discovered by the 
Anglo-German researchers. The pace of reform in the British system of education and 
training and the expected impact of the 'new vocationalism' suggests that some changes 
in attitudes and experiences should have taken place. 
- The Anglo-German Studies, along with the ESRC 16-19 Initiative discussed in the 
previous section, have taken research on youth transitions some way forward. Their multi- 
layered methodological designs and the detail of their findings have assisted our 
understanding of such transitions. Of course, these have not been the only studies of youth 
transitions and further examples of such research and their relevance to the present study, 
in both substantive and in theoretical terms, are considered in the ýext chapter. 
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Chalpter Two - The School to Work Transition: Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides a review of literature relevant to school to work transitions and 
indicates some of the latest controversies and developments in this area. The chapter does 
not review the ESRC 16-19 Initiative or the Anglo-German Studies in detail. because these 
important background studies have been discussed in the Introduction (Chapter 1). Nor 
does it consider in detaU the literature relating to the methodology utilised in the current 
study, since methodological influences and critiques are outlined in Chapters 3 and 4. 
Rather this chapter deals with the literature relating to the substantive area of the present 
study: it is concerned with the school to work transitions of 16 to 19-year-olds and in 
particular with writings on the abilities and capacities of this age group to control and 
'navigate' their way from education into the occupational structure. 
School to work transitions can be viewed from a number of different individual and 
institutional angles and relevant writings can be traced in a range of different disciplines 
including educational studies, sociology, economics and psychology. In some respects 
young people's lives were more straightforward a decade or two ago than they are in the 
1990s. A considerable proportion of 16-year-olds went straight from school into 
employment. Finishing education and going into work was regarded as the 'normative 
model' of youth transition (Jones and Wallace, 1992, p. 27). Today the 16-year-old or- the 
18-year-old school or college leaver encounters a perplexing array of options. In some 
parts of the country less than one in ten 16-year-old school leavers will. move directly into 
work. For example in Hampshire in 1994 only 9 per cent of school leavers went straight 
into employment (Hampshire TEC, 1995, p. 12). Possible destinations include further 
education, sixth form colleges, sixth form in a school setting, a training scheme, 
employment with day release, part-time work and unemployment. 
There is a parallel between the increasing diversity of career destinations in the lives of 
16-19-year-olds and the increasing theoretical sophistication of the literature on these 
transitions. It will. be argued in this chapter that despite this range of perspectives and the 
diversity of disciplinary origins it is still possible to delineate certain themes or phases in 
the development of concepts and theories within the literature relating to school to work 
transitions. Whilst it is acknowledged that the literature on the 'new vocationalism' is now 
vast and that many complex (but sometimes overlapping) conceptual and theoretical 
perspectives. are possible, the review is organised into a number of sections, each 
representing what is believed to be an important strand or development in the literature. 
Despite the complexity of the literature it is hoped that this framework will provide a 
certain historical and sequential coherence to writings on youth transitions and discussions 
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about the potential of young people to shape these processes. 
The first of these sections considers possible definitions of the 'new vocationalism' in 
the context of the present study and notes that as well as being concerned with what the 
new vocationalism. is we also need to consider how it has been experienced by young 
people as a process. 
The next review section relates these definitions and concepts to the framework of 
'socialisation theory' and considers contributions stressing socialisation processes. 
Writings considered in this section tend to emphasise structural influences on young 4ý 
people's transitions, often presenting teenagers as 'passive agents' in such processes. 
The following section of the review considers writings critical of the socialisation 
perspective. These have introduced notions such as 'resistance' to discussions of 
socialisation. processes in general and to school to work transitions in particular. Social 
characteristics such as class, gender and ethnicity remain important but an element of 
cag, ency' is introduced, emphasising that despite the importance of broad educational and 
economic structures, the actions of young people as individuals need to be considered too. 
Section 2.5 follows this up by developing the division of transition theories into 
structuralist' and 'individualist' approaches and by considering the 'locus of control' 
literature. Section 2.6 introduces some of the recent writings on theories of 
'individualisation'. These mainly contemporary writings provide detailed considerations 
of individual life courses within structural contexts and represent an important theoretical 
Muence on the present study. There have been some provisional attempts to investigate 
the impact of 'individualisation' processes on youth transitions and these are considered 
in Section 2.7. Finally, Section 2.8 considers how postmodernist writings might contribute 
to a theoretical and conceptual understanding of youth transition processes, though it 
should be noted that the development of this type of perspective within the literature 
seems to be at a very early stage. 
The argument is made in this chapter that, despite the quantity and diversity of the 
literature on youth transitions, certain historical and conceptual themes can be discerned 
in writings in this area. In the last ten to twenty years there have been considerable 
conceptual and theoretical developments in this literature, developments which have 
informed and assisted the present study. However, gaps remain: despite the stimulation 
provided by discussions of 'individualisation' there is a scarcity of writings on young 
people's feelings of control over school to work processes and on the viewpoints and 
perspectives taken by these youngsters. There are very few studies that have looked at 
these processes specifically within a further education context. Also, as indicated in the 
following chapter, there are some useful and interesting methodological approaches which 
have not yet been utilised to study these transitions at an individual or a micro level. 
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2.2 Defininiz the New Vocationalism 
This thesis is, concerned with 16-19-year-olds' perceptions of the school to work 
transition. An important part of this transition for young people in recent years has been 
their experience of educational policy reforms collectively referred to as the 'new 
vocationalism'. The term 'new vocationalism' is not particularly new: the phrase was 
being used in the late 1970s and early 1980s and was popular in educational writings from 4D 
the mid-1980s onwards (see, for example, Dale, 1984; Bates et aL 1984; Cohen, 1984). 
Many writers trace its orig 
., 
ins to James Callaghan's Ruskin College Speech in 1976 (e. g. 
Keep and Mayhew, 1991, p. 205; Pring, 199 1, pp. 206-7; Roberts, 1995, p. 12; Callaghan, 
1996) in which the then Prime Minister called for an education system more closely fitted 
to economic needs. Since this time the term 'new vocationalism' has generally been used 
to describe attempts by government to make the education system (in terms of curriculum, 
qualifications awarded, skills and attitudes developed) better geared to the needs of 
employers and workplaces. In policy terms the new vocationalism has included increased 
amounts of work experience for young people, the CPVE programme, the TVEI 
Initiative, YTS and associated schemes, NVQs, GNVQs, Training Credits and Modem 
Apprenticeships (for discussion see Roberts, 1995, pp. 12-13). 
, The demands made by supporters of the new vocationalism. for a better 'fit' between 
education and the economy and an increased emphasis in schools and colleges on 'serving 
the needs' of business and industry, are also not new. They date back to at least the s-tart 
of this century. One historian of education has noted how "the entire period from the 
1920s to the 1950s is judged to have been one of 'missed opportunities' in providing the 
country with an adequate system of preparing young people for employment... " (Burgess, 
11993, p. 365; Burgess, 1994). From a reading of the literature on the links between 
education and the economy such a comment might seem equally applicable to the British 
education system in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Considering the importance of the phrase 'the new vocationalism' and the frequency of 
its usage, there have been very few attempts to actually define the term or to 
systematically delineate its main characteristics. This is perhaps not surprising given the 
problematic nature of the relationship between education and the economy. One attempt 
at a definition which may provide a useful starting point, however, is Dale's four-fold 
description based on-'ideological' characteristics (1985, p. 7). The 'new vocationalism': 
is intended for the 14-18-year-old age group, particularly the lower two-thirds of 
the ability range; 
(2) aims to encourage not just skills training, but also attitude changes and status 
I adjustments 
(Dale shows an awareness here of increasing youth unemployment); 
(3) is not primarily concerned with overcoming gender and ethnic inequalities; 
Ol 
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(4) is a contested term - "the new vocationalism itself does not go unresisted or 
unimpeded by the interests and ideologies which have continually reasserted the 
values of education7' (Dale, 1985, p. 7). 
Dale's analysis provides a very useful reference point, though developments over the 
past decade or so suggest that discussion of some of these ideological dimensions needs 
to be updated. In relation to the third ideological dimension, concerning gender and ethnic 
inequalities, much subsequent research seems to support Dale's view. It has been argued 
that the new vocationalism actually replaced priorities relating to equal opportunities and 
egalitarianism in education (linked with the development of comprehensive schools in the 
late 1960s and 1970s). The 'social engineering' dimension of education as a priority gave Z, 
way to the needs of industry, the economy and the workforce (Haralambos and Holborn, 
1995, p. 794). Both Brown (1987) and Blackman (1987) have concluded that the new 
vocationalism will lead to increasing class and gender inequalities: "Within the new 
vocationalism, lies a fundamental danger to the principles of equality, when education 
merely becomes training to enable pupils to gain skills which direct them to employment 
relevant to their social class, gender or ethnic origirf' (Blackman, 1987, p. 51). 
In some aspects of education there may have been improvements in attitudes relating 
to these inequalities, but where this has occurred it seems to have occurred despite the 
new vocationalism. Debates on this kind of issue link with Dale's fourth ideological 
dimension: challenges to a narrow vocational view of the purposes of education. 
Pring has also attempted to define the 'new vocationalism', but using curricular 
dimensions rather than ideological ones. He defines the new vocationalism as follows: 
"Put crudely, it is argued, now by Government but previously by employers that the 
educational system has let the economy down by producing students with inadequate or 
irrelevant skills and, above all, with the wrong attitudes towards the wealth-creating basis 
of society" (Pring, 1991, p. 212). Pring suggests that in making his 1976 Ruskin College 
speech James Callaghan had in mind the following requirements. of education (1991, 
p. 207): (1) skills or knowledge that industry needs; (2) a return to the industrial spirit of 
the Victorian era; (3) technological understanding; (4) a variety of personal qualities 
including flexibility and a sense of responsibility. Pring notes that the influence of these 
requirements has led to the development of a more vocationally relevant curriculum, but 
stresses that the arts and humanities should have 'a central role' in a more vocationally 
oriented education (1991, p. 227). 
From these critiques it is clear that "the new vocationalism... does not go uncontested" 
and that it "is still evolving, and the precise way in which it is best conceptualised is a 
matter of current academic debate... " (Walford, Purvis and Pollard, 1988, p. 5). However, 
a, q indicated at the beginning of this section, the important question here is not 'what is the 
new vocationalismT or 'what forms does the new vocationalism takeT, but rather 'how 
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have young people experienced the new vocationalismT It is important to consider 
whether these changes in educational provision, assessment and philosophy have increased 
feelings of individual autonomy in the school to work process or whether they have 
negated them. This review now turns to differing perspectives on this issue as featured in 
the youth transition literature. 
2.3 Socialisation from School to Work 
Not surprisingly, when employment prospects for young people were relatively 
favourable, sociological and educational writers tended to take the view that there was 
one, reasonably straightforward, transition from the school to the workplace. This took 
a number of slightly different forms but the basic transition was the same and for the 
majority it occurred at the age of 16, upon leaving school. The relevant literature of the 
time (the 1960s and early 1970s) was dominated to an extent by the concept of 
socialisation. This term referred to the ways in which the main institutions of society, but 
especially the school and the family, would prepare young people for their adult roles, 
usually defined in terms of workplace roles and responsibilities. The influence of the 
sociAsation concept continued into the 1980s when, as the 'social reproduction' model, 
it was 'the most influential' paradigm for looking at the transition from school to work 
(Wallace, 1989, p. 352). 
In retrospect socialisation theory was rather one dimensional and lacked the 
sophistication of modem theoretical approaches to transition. The model of the young 
person used in frameworks based on socialisation theory was nearly always passive and 
often manipulable. Society, via the family, the school and, later, the workplace, would 
tnould the young, impressionable individual into appropriate adult roles. These roles were 
based upon conformity, social expectations and social control and there was no real 
possibility in this perspective of young people having a say in how their behaviour and 
attitudes should be shaped or in what outcomes they desired. Consequently issues of 
power, control and individual input into socialisation processes were not primary features 
of the discussion. These, theories had ended up with an 'over-socialised and over- 
determined subject' (Usher, 1992, p. 203). 
Beyond employment there was no variety of possible outcomes to the socialisation 
process, nor was there any great variation in routes through socialisation (though class 
and gender differences in socialisation patterns ivere acknowledged and described), rather 
the school and the family tended to be presented as monolithic socialising institutions. 
Where young people did not achieve the desired outcome, i. e. where they ended up 
dtlinquent, unemployed or in the wrong type of occupation, then socialisation had 'broken 
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, ), wn' somewhere along the 
line, they had been 'inadequately socialised' and policy 
I ian-es. might be necessary to correct difficulties in the socialisation process. Despite 
, casional problems of this sort, functionalist writers and others reminded us that 
), cialisation was beneficial both for society (it ensured order) and for the individual (it 
-1ped the young person to know his or her place in the system). , .,. 
However, by the late 1970s, as the employment situation in Britain ýegan to worsen, as 
number of training schemes were introduced and as educational options began to 
[versify, some sociologists and educationists began to realise that there was no single 
ansition to adulthood, nor was there a single outcome: "During the 1980s it became 
creasingly clear that simple unitary models of the transition to adulthood could no longer 
defended" (Jones and Wallace, 1992, p. 10). In addition, it was beginning to be 
: cognised that young people were not compliant, conforming, passive beings. They were 
dividuals with a degree of agency who could play their own creative and active part in 
ie process of socialisation. Models of social reproduction were now being questioned: 
tey overemphasised the smoothness of the transition to work and "concentrated more 
; ron the subordination of young people to dominant structures than upon young people's 
sponses"(Wallace, 1989, pp. 365-6). Many young people did not accept the socialising 
r ets of the school, including its rules and regulations and its 'hidden curriculum', but 
tead created their own experiences and identities as they moved through the later stages 
their educational careers. 
: 
Some of these socialising influences could be 'accommodated' and made to fit in with 
ie young person's own attitudes and activities and some could be 'resisted' so that the 
, hole concept of socialisation was challenged. Educational and sociological research, as 
escribed in the following section, began to show especially how minority groups, who 
=ed to be the first to suffer in an economic recession, including working class pupils, 
oungesters from ethnic minorities and girls, could sometimes resist socialising forces and 
Iplace them with their own alternatives. 
A Acconunodation, Resistance and Youth Transitions 
ly the mid-1980s there was much discussion in the literature on youth transitions of the 
ý. rms accommodation and resistance. The classic socialisation model was shown to be 
oo simplistic and several sociological and educational writers were able to provide 
; xamples of complexities in the socialisation process. In particular it was shown that 
, oung people in minority groups, whether these were class, gender or ethnically-based, 
: ould, resist socialising influences or accommodate them on their own terms and 
, ometimes to their own advantage. 
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An important starting point for the development of notions of resistance and 
accommodation was Willis's classic stud Learning to Labour. - How Working Class KNs y 
Get Working Class Jobs (1977). Within a Marxist framework Willis was able to maintain 
a ti. ieoiy of social reproduction whilst at the same time stressing the importance of culture 
in the experiences of the, group of working-class males featured in his study. He followed 
these 'lads' through their final ear of schooling (at a secondary modern school in the zn y 
Midlands town of 'Hammertown') and into their first year of work or unemployment. The, 
lads' resLstance was, based on an anti-school culture which included opposition to 
authority and a dislike of conformist pupils (referred to as 'ear'oles'). The term opl)osition 
is stressed rather than resistance: "The most basic, obvious and explicit dimension of 
counter-school culture is entrenched general and personal opposition to 'authority ...... 
(Willis, 1977, p. 11). The lads' culture often embraced racism and sexism and was drawn, 
argued Willis, fi-om a broader working-class culture prevalent in local neighbourhoods and 
the shop floors of factories. 
Willis argued that these young males were not being pushed into jobs they did not want, 
rather they were using their own culture to help shape their futures. "One should not 4: ý 
underestimate the degree to which 'the lads' want to escape fi-om school - the 'transition' 
to work would be better termed the 'tumble' out of school... " (Willis, 1977, p. 100, his 
emphases). True, the 'lads' would probably end up in unskilled jobs, but they would try 
to exercise a degree of choice in this process, creating the kind of lifestyle which they 
wanted, but which would also, through its cultural forms, drive them into unskilled 
occupations or unemployment. Thus, for Willis, "Cultural practices which could be 
correctly construed as resistance in school situations were simultaneously forms of 
accommodation to working-class futur&' (as summarised in Roberts, 1995, p. 88). 
What Willis had shown was that the reproduction of labour was not as straightforward 
wg might have previously been thought. Patterns of socialisation were complicated by the 
possibilities of counter-cultures and forms of opposition within school and beyond. Much 
debate followed on forms of resistance and accommodation within social reproduction 
processes, but Willis had put these concepts onto the theoretical map of youth transitions. 
He was, however, criticised from a number of angles. It was argued that he had based 
his findings, and the subsequent development of theory from these findings, on a sample 
of just 12 'lads' who had been taken to be representative of the whole. of the working- 
class. He romanticised racism and sexism as 'somehow typical' of all working-class youth 
(Ainley, 1993, pp. 36-7). His work was also criticised by feminists and others for its male 
bias (though this was a general characteristic of much of the work on youth cultures in the 
1960s and 1970s). Griffin tried to redress the balance by replicating Willis's study with 
a group of young working-class women who left school in Birmingham in 1979. She 
followed 25 of these young women into employment, in offices, factories and engineering, I 
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or unemployment (Griffin, 1985). 
In these Birmingham schools Griffin did not find pro- and anti-school cultures - she. did, 
however, discover a number of 'resistances' used by the girls, ranging from "not going to t=1 Zýl 
sc hool at all... 'skiving off' lessons for a smoke or a chat; reading girls' magazines or 
passing notes in class through to daydreaming or 'cutting off' when teachers were 
present" (Griffin, 1985, p. 19). After the school years "Young women's resistances did not 
follow the white working class male pattern of verbal and physical aggressiveness... They I 
had their own more subtle, but nonetheless effective methods of rnana&g and 9-- Z_ý 
undermining pressures to get a man and a 'good job for a girl ...... (1985, p. 192). A 'good Zýl 
job' in this context normally meant not factory work, but employment in an office 
environment (1995, pp. 98-103). 
Another significant discussion of the use of resistance within a -ender framework can I ZZ, 
be found in Anyon's (1983) paper 'Intersections of Gender and Class: Accommodation 
and Resistance by Working-Class and Affluent Females to Contradictory Sex-Rolt 
gies'. This paper challenged the predominant view at the time. that sex-role Ideolo Cý 
socialisation was 'successful', arguing that complete acceptance of sex-role appropriate 
attitudes and behaviours is rather rare: 
I wifl differ... with the, prevalent view that gender development is primarily a one- 
way process of imposition by society of values and attitudes that girls internalize. 
I wifl argue instead that gender development implies not so much passive 
imprinting as active resI)onse to social contra(lictions (Anyon, 1983, p, 19, her 
emphasis). 
Anyon uses the phrases 'accommodation' and 'resistance' (taken originally from literature 
on black American slavery) to describe and explain such responses. From a study of 100 
g irls in Elementary schools in the, United States she develops a typology of behaviour that 
could be interpreted as having both accommodative and resistant aspects. These 
behaviours include 'the appropriation of femininity', 'tomboyishness', 'being a discipline 
problem' and 'the appropriation of sexuality' (Anyon, 1983, pp. 30-33). The concept of 
resistance challenges mono-dimensional views of socialisation, though it should be noted Z. ) 
that according to Anyon resistances are often private (rather than public) and they rarely Z: I 
turn into collective actions which might challenge unequal or exploitative structures. 
Davies, in a study based in a comprehensive school in the Midlands, also challenges the 
portrayal of the female as the passive recipient of socialising influences - the airn of her 
paper "is to move on from the frequent portrayal of the female as subordinate and 
oppressed, towards a demonstration of the creative possibilities in fernale resistance" 
(Iýavies, 1983, p. 39). Like Anyon, she outlines a number of themes in resistant responses 
to teacher power, including 'bargaining', 'matriarchy', 'humour', 'femininity' and 
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'individuation' (Davies, 1983, pp. 45-50). 
Notions of accommodation and resistance have also been used in the literature on race, 
ethnicity and education. Bryan, Dadzie and Scafe, for example, drawing upon their own 
educational histories, argue that black females have always had to take positive action to 
fig)ht for the education to which they were entitled. They elaborate a number of examples 
of such resistances including 'learning to cope with verbal and physical abuse', 
sovercoming racist literature/curriculum', 'countering the low expectations of teachers', 
'providing alternative forms of education' (such as Saturday schools) and 'criticizing 
multi-culturalism' (Bryan, Dadzie and Scafe, 1987, pp. 90-98). These writers comment 
that: 
Our aspirations were usually dismissed as over-ambitiousness by careers officers, 
who could hardly hide their scepticism when confronted with talk of 'A' levels, 
college or university for any black pupils... The lessons we leamt from our 
experiences ensured that we were now prepared to question the attitudes and 
practices of our teachers in a far more pointed way.. Above all, we gained the 
confidence to resist them (Bryan, Dadzie and Scafe, 1987, pp. 94,96). 
What all of these writers had succeeded in doing, whether from a race, class or a gender 
perspective, was to show that patterns of socialisation and transitions into work were not 
straightforward. Young people could resist socialising influences and to an extent 
accommodate them in ways appropriate to their own cultures, lifestyles and ambitions. 
This involved creative, proactive thinking and behaviour on the part of those experiencing 
education and early work situations - and these writers had intimated that a sense of 
agency was present, though the word agency itself was rarely used. Thus it was that by 
the late 1980s and early 1990s the youth transition literature was trying to build ideas of 
agency into general theoretical perspectives, particularly within 'individualist' explanations 
of youth positions in society as opposed to 'structuralist' explanations. 
2.5 Structuralism, Individualism and the Locus of Control 
The distinction between 'individualist' and 'structuralist' explanations of the position of 
youth in society has been elaborated by Jones and Wallace (1992) in a useful discussion 
of theoretical developments in youth research. Structuralist ex lanations, according to p ID 
these writers, include generation theory, functionalist theory and social reproduction 
theory (Jones and Wallace, 1992, p. 6). Social reproduction theories, such as those 
expressed by Willis, were 'partial' and limited because of their reliance on social class 
s6ctures. As more and more dimensions of social inequality were introduced the process 
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of the 'demolition of social-structural macro-theory' began (Jones and Wallace, 1992, 
pp. 12-13). The introduction of further structural dimensions was accompanied in some 
perspectives by a new emphasis on individual choice which, in turn, from the 1980s 
onwards, led to the development of individualist explanations. 
Individualist explanations include the 'life-course perspective' which stresses the 
biography of the individual and encourages a 'more holistic approach' to understanding 
young people, taking account of not just education and employment, experiences, but of 
other dimensions of life including family background and peer relations (for an example 
of a life course perspective see Pallas, 1993). This biographical perspective allows for 
both the 'structuring effects of social institutions' and the ways in which 'individuals 
negotiate their way through these institutions' (Jones and Wallace, 1992, pp. 13-14; also 
Heinz, 1988). 
Perhaps the most significant individualist explanation, for Jones and Wallace, is the 
'individualisation thesis' (1992, pp. 15-17). This thesis has received considerable attention 
in recent publications on youth transitions, and since it is very relevant to the themes of 
'structure' and 'agency', it is considered in detO in the next section of this chapter. 
In concluding their consideration of theories of youth in society Jones and Wallace 
argue that we need to reconstruct the concept of youth: "We are at a stage in the British 
sociology of youth where new theoretical frameworks need to be developed. We are 
trying to hold together the concept of youth as a process and part of the life course, with 
increasing awareness of heterogeneity and diversity" (Jones and Wallace, 1992, p. 18). The 
concept of citizenship, they suggest, allows us to consider both process and inequality in 
youth transitions. 
Jones and Wallace themselves seem at first to take a position between structuralist and 
individualist explanations. The main structures controlling young people's choices are 
deemed to be the education, training and labour systems (1992, pp. 25-45). However, 
changes in employment patterns whereby "regular employment has been replaced by 
temporary, self-employed and flexible work" has led to a 'de-regulation of transition 
patterns' (pp. 36-7). This has made planned transitions more difficult and has created risks 
and uncertainties for young people. The introduction of training schemes, such as YTS, 
has meant that young people have a 'mediated' relationship with the labour market, they 
are in fact suspended in a 'surrogate labour market' (Jones and Wallace, 1992, pp. 42-3; 
see also Lee et al., 1990). 
Exactly what choices individual young people have within these structural influences is 
not fully explored by Jones and Wallace. The issues of how agency manifests itself and 
how it is exercised in practice are not addressed in detail. They do suggest, however, that 
altheories of youth in society need to take some account of structures: "There is general 
agreement that pathways out of school are still structured by factors such as social class, 
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farnily background, academic achievement... and opportunities in the local labour market. 
The debate is about the extent of pre-determinism, rather than whether it exists" (Jones 
and Wallace, 1992, p. 45). They suggest that, according to the individualisation thesis: 
4 choice' is not free, but is forced upon young people by the changing structures 
within which they find themselves; young people are made to choose between 
sometimes limited alternatives and construct, in the process, their self-identitits... 
we have argued... that young people are so constrained by the structures of 
education, employment and training, that they have less choice than in previous 
decades when there were more jobs (ibid., pp. 45-6). 
So Jones and Wallace argue that the individualisation thesis is a useful way of making the 
connection between sti-Octures and 'choices' in youth transitions, but end up with the view 
that structures still predominate, perhaps reasserting the irnportance of 'macro' social 
theories. 
Roberts, hi his comprehensive and lucid summary of the literature on Youth and 
EMI)Ioyment in Mo(lern Bfitain ( 1995), reaches a similar conclusion, though he does not 
appear to support Jones and Wallace's call for the development of 'new theoretical 
fi-ameworks'. His final chapter includes a consideration of the 'new terminology' relating Z: I 
to' 'individualization and risk' (Roberts, 1995, pp. 112-20). He suggests that a new 
terminology is only really necessary if there have been dramatic changes in the position 
and experiences of young people (ibi(I., pp. 122-3). That there have been changes - mostly 
arising fi-om the rise of youth unemployment - is beyond dispute, but the new terminology, 
based on 'individualist' theories, may exaggerate the extent and forms of these changes. 
The new vocabulary does, however, serve to highlight what has changed and holt, things 
have changed for young people. 
In terins of the. tensions, between structure and agency Roberts reminds us that this issue 
is ýnot a new one. He points out that in the. past this debate was expressed in terms of 
choice and Opportunhy, with mainly social psychologists stressing 'choice' (which is 
largely individual and internal) and sociologists (such as Roberts himself) stressing the 
iniportance of 'opportunity structures'. Writing in 1988 Roberts and his colleagues argued 
that the main propositions of opportunity structure theory were still applicable to young 
people's transitions: "in general, the consequences of choices were trivial compared with 
the extent to which school leavers' prospects were dependent on their family 
backgrounds, educational attainments, gender, and the jobs that were available iii their 
local labour markets" (Roberts and Parsell, 1988, p. 3). 
Roberts and Parsell note further that "choice models of work entry were submerged by lzý 
rising youth unemployment in the late 1970s" (1988, p. 3). The increase in youth I 
undmployment and the introduction of numerous schemes and training programmes means 
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that the nature of the pathways from school to work has changed. However, structures C, 
remain fundamental as what we have witnessed in Britain since the mid-1980s is a 
'restructuring of young people's opportunities' (Roberts and Parsefl, 1988, pp. 15-25; 
1989, p. 390). Alongside this 'restructuring' caused by the development of a variety of 
schemes and programmes 'the vocabulary of choice has been revived' (Roberts and 
Parsell, 1988, p. 3). 
We shall argue that in the 1980s, just as in the 1960s and 1970s, the majority [of 
school-leavers] have no real option but to accept what is available... school- 
leavers are confronted by pre-structured opportunities in education, training and 
employment that have the power to draw-in certain groups, then transport them 
to specific destinations (Roberts and Parsell, 1988, p. 3). 
One way of describing the 'propulsion' of 16-year-olds towards particular destinations I 
is through the use of the notion of trajectmy, as developed by Roberts and others in the 
ESRC 16-19 Initiative. Trajectories have 'some explanatory power' and are useful and 
appropriate categories for describing the pathways of 16-year-olds. The main issue here 11-ý ID 
concerns the level of determinism implied in the term 'trajectory' - Roberts and Parsell 
acknowledge that "there are almost as many career routes as there are individuals" and 
that "at certain junctures... young people... have significant scope for choice" (1988, p. 1) - 
but, in the end, rather like Jones and Wallace, reaffirm the importance of structures. One 
of their concluding statements echoes very closely the comments made by Jones and 
Wallace reported earlier in this section: "... our principal argument [is] that 16 year olds' 
opportunities are structured to an extent that leaves the majority with tittle scope for 
genuine choice, as was the case in previous decades" (Roberts and Parself, 1988, p. 22). 
Further aspects of opportunity structure theory have been elaborated by Roberts and 
Parsell in a number of papers on youth transitions (Roberts and Parsell, 1988,1989, 
1990a, 1990b, 1992; Roberts, Parsell and Connolly, 1989). 
Another debate relevant to this discussion, but phrased in slightly different terms, 
centres -around the idea of a locits of control. This is similar to the opportunity versus 
choice issue, but tends to be framed within a psychological, rather than a sociological, 
perspective. Typically discussions of Young people's perceptions of the locus of control 
are developed from the responses of this age group to (usually quantitative) questions 
about influences on their employrnent/economic progressions and destinies. Young adults 
may be asked whether economic success (or failure) can be attributed to their own efforts 
(internal locus of control) or to outside factors, factors beyond their own immediate 
control (external locus). Furnham, in reviewing the literature on youth unemployment, 
nbtes how individual success in avoiding unemployment is frequently attributed by 
respondents to internal factors such as personal qualities and abilities, whereas general 
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failure (or actual experience of unemployment) is usually attributed to external factors 
such as government policies and the state of the labour market (Furnham, 199 1, p. 138). 
A similar finding was reported by the authors of the ESRC 16-19 study: "Most young Z: I 
people attribute the national economic situation to political causes, but perceive their own 
position and that of other individuals in terms of personal failings" (Banks et al., 1992, 
p. 12). In an attempt to find out more about the attitudes to work of the youn" people in In 
their sample the ESRC 16-19 team constructed scales relating to, amongst other things, 
4employrnent commitment' and 'belief in an internal locus of control'. Attitudes towards 
these topics varied according to locality, career trajectory and family background, but, 
sic, ynificantly: "The majority rejected the view that getting on in work depended on other 
people or was just a matter of chance, and believed that those people who did succeed 
CY generally deserved it" (Banks et al., 1992, p. 45). 
All of these contributions, to the literature on youth transitions have helped to move the 
debates forward. Discussions (if structuralism and individualism, opportunity and choice 
and the, locus of control in employment outcomes have helped to challenge further the old 
socialisation model of progression from school to work. They have shown that 
individualism and individual agency are important dimensions within such transitions and 
that, whatever the perceived h-npact of these influences, they need to be considered further 
by youth researchers. As Branson states: 
We need to view the individual as thoroughly social and cultural but at the same 
th-ne unique and creative; socially constrained but calculatedly strategic in thought 
and action; innovative but in a culturally restricted mode; pursuing individual 
objectives but thereby contributing to the formation and transformation (the 
'reproduction') of on-going social structures (Branson, 199 1, pp. 93-4). 
Fe 
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theories, however, have attempted to integrate conceptions of structure and agency. 
The one exception, which has been attracting more and more attention since the mid- 
1980s, is the 'individualisation thesis'. This thesis, because of its developing theoretical 
importance and its special relevance to the themes of structure and agency, will now be 
elaborated and explored in some depth. 
2.6 Individualisation, Risk and Biography 
Jones and Waflace, in their consideration of the life course perspective as an example of 
an individualist theory make a comment that could be applied equally to tile 
individualisation thesis: 
I 
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There are... new dangers: in examining all aspects of people's fives, we could end tý I 
up, through a process of infinite reduction, looking at individuals rather than social 
groups. In an era of post-modernism in sociology, perspectives have increasingly 
become 'de-constructionist', to the extent of describing a 'fragmented self' where 
there is no acting agent... Some examples of the life course perspective have lost 
sight of structural inequalities and the continuities of social reproduction (Jones 
and Wallace, 1992, pp. 14-15). 
Jones and Wallace are right to warn that there is a danger of reductionism in studies 
looking mainly at individuals rather than at social groups or movements, but there are 
dangers operating the other way too. Much of the youth research considered in this 
chapter discusses 'individualist' theory, including notions of choice and agency, but then 
reverts back to structure and macro-social theory. This is acceptable, if research has shown 
structures to have an over-riding and exclusive influence on young people's fives, but the 
argument of this chapter is that much youth research has not done this in the sense that 
possible manifestations of 'agency' have often not been seriously considered. 
Whilst we, cannot deny that structures, including the 'big four' of social class, gender, 
race and locality, have an influence, not enough has yet been done. to deconstruct 
individualised aspects of youth transitions. The fact is that all young people are making 
choices every day and some of these choices will significantly affect their educational and 
employment careers. Most young people operate at a relatively optimistic and self- 
confident level and enjoy the degree of freedom they have to make decisions relating to 
work, education, lifestyle, relationships and other important areas of their lives. The 
almost deterministic macro-sociological perspective of 'propulsion' into career trajectories 
and their associated occupational outcomes, with very little control over these processes 
pn the part of the young people themselves, involves a rather minimalist view of the input 
which young people can put into these processes. 
These choices include decisions about whether or not to stay on in education at 16, 
which college to go to, what type of course to take (e. g. vocational, academic or mixed), 
how hard to work for qualifications, whether or not to work part-time, how much time 
to devote to social activities, and choices about fiiendships and relationships. It is true that 
many of these choices are constrained by social circumstances and by locality, but 
nonetheless, at a micro-level young people do face a vast array of options almost daily. 
Some of the literature reviewed in this chapter has considered such decision-making 
processes, usually as part of an attempt to map out teenagers' attitudes and befitfis. 
However, many studies underestimate the degree of choice or agency evident in such 
processes and there have been few attenzI)ts to explain the apparent incoln1wibility 
between young peoj)le's J)erceivedfeelings of autonomy and control and the tilleged 
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over-arching, often. unmediated, influence of 'deterministic' social structures on their 
lives. Some writers seem to cling to the old socialisation model whilst nominally adopting 
some of the terms featured in the 'new vocabulary' on youth transitions. 
To date, whilst providing many useful insights, the literature has still not fully accounted 
for levels of youth optimism, optimism which seems to have persisted even after the 
dramatic rise in youth unemployment. Either young people are naively optimistic about 
their employment and training prospects or else much of the literature on youth research 
has still not explained the reasons for this optimism. More work needs to be done to 
discover and account for the factors which encourage a sense of agency and a belief in 
choice as important dimensions in young people's attitudes. In this sense the 
individualisation thesis is extremely important: it is the one detailed attempt to seriously 
consider the theoretical influences of agency as well as structure on youth transitions. 
The development of the individua%ation thesis (or theorem) is accredited to a number 
of German sociologists and a usual starting point is the work of Beck. In Risk Society. 
Yowardý a New Modernity Beck outlines a theory of 'reflexive modernization'. The term 
'modernization' is associated with industrial society and 'reflexive modernization' is a 
characteristic of the- new risk society (Lash and Wynne, in Beck, 1992, p. 3). We are 
witnessing the beginning of modernity, "that is, of a modernity beyond its classical 
industrial desigrf' (Beck, 1992, p. 10). 
- The risks described by Beck are global rather than personal and include such problems 
as pollution, environmental disasters and radioactivity. However, the development of the 
risk society is accompanied by 'the individualization of social inequality': "In the welfare 
states of the West, reflexive modernization dissolves the traditional parameters of 
industrial society: class culture and consciousness, gender and family roles... These 
detraditionalizations happen in asocial surge of individualization" (Beck, 1992, p. 87, his 
emphasis). Within the 'individualized society' "the individual must... learn, on pain of 
permanent disadvantage, to conceive of himself or herself as the center of action, as the 
planning office with respect to his/her own biography... " (Beck, 1992, p. 135). In the risk 
society: 
The tendency is towards the emergence of individualized forms and conditions of 
existence, which compel people - for the sake of their own material survival - to 
make themselves the center of their own planning and conduct of life... In this 
sense, individualization means the variation and differentiation of lifestyles and 
forms of life, opposing the thinking behind the traditional categories of large- 
group societies... (Beck, 1992, p. 88). 
For Beck, although the importance of 'large groups' such as social classes has declined, 
.I inequality remains: class identities have 'dissipated' and have been replaced by 
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'individualized social inequality' (1992, pp. 90,88). 
Beck does not directly explore the interface between structure and agency, but it is clear 
from his discussion of the family, education, the labour market and the workplace, that 
individual agency, despite the continuation of social inequalities, is of central importance 
in the new risk society. The individual wishes to control his or her own economic 
situation, living space and use of time. Within education, for example: 
Schooling means choosing and planning one's own educational life course. The 
educated person becomes the producer of his or her own labor situation, and in 
this way, of his or her social biography... Depending on its duration and contents, 
education makes possible at least a certain degree of self-discovery and reflection. 
The educated person incorporates reflexive knowledge of the conditions and 
prospects of modernity, and in this way becomes an agent of reflexive 
modernization (Beck, 1992, p. 93). 
- Beck does not relate agency to a specific age group, rather it is part of the life course, 
but in the central sections of his book it becomes clear that the education and employment 
of young people is particularly significant in the risk society: 
The key to livelihood lies in the labor market. Suitability for the labor market 
demands education. Anyone who is denied access to either of these faces social 
and material oblivion... The provision or denial of apprenticeships [in Germany] 
thus becomes a question of whether young people will enter society or drop out 
of it (1992, p. 133). 
The provision of employment and training becomes acutely important as Western societies 
move from a system of 'standardized full employment' to a system of 'flexible and 
pluralized underemployment' (1992, Ch. 6). Early on in his discussion Beck uses the 
phrase 'a new twilight of opportunities and hazards' (1992, p. 15) - this is a phrase that 
very aptly describes the situation facing 16-19-year-olds about to leave school or college 
and to enter the world of training, employment or unemployment. 
Baethge applies the individualisation thesis specifically to the situation of youth in 
industrialised societies. He makes reference to 'the disappearance of class-specific 
socialization structures' and to a new trend towards 'double individualization' (Baethge, 
1989, p. 28). This latter trend involves, firstly, the structural disintegration of social classes 
or strata into 'individualized' sub-groups and, secondly, the formation of individualistic 
identities at the expense of collective identity. These trends mean that "there is less 
justification than ever for referring to youth as a social unit" (Baethge, 1989, pp. 28-31). 
For Baethge the extension of schooling reflects "the increasing individualization of 
careers and social mobility processes" (1989, p. 31). Education plays a particularly 
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important part in 'individualization' because it involves "a situation conducive to the 
development of an individual rather than a collective code of performance" (1989, p. 33). 
With 'individualization', though, comes the 'destructuring, of adolescence':, 
Many studies have shown that the transitions of young people from educational 
establishments to steady employment became considerably more arduous at all 
levels of education and employment throughout the world in the 1970s and is 
associated with increased risk, difficulty and friction... [We are witnessing] 
prolongation and instability of the transition to adult status for more and more 
adolescents and an increase in the number of those who are completely denied the 
social basis for that status in the form of gainful employment and are therefore 
rnarginalized (Baethge, 1989, p. 37). 
In a paper on The Social World of Molescents Hurrelmann does not use the term 
'individualisation' but he notes that previously clear forms of youth transition "have 
indeasingly been put into question, and have become more and more sophisticated... links 
between education, training and occupation... [have] become more open and less reliable" 
(Hurrelmann, 1989, p. 14). The increase in post-16 participation delays the entry of this 
age group into employment and now: "The occupational future is hardly calculable for 
adolescents. Reliable future perspectives for the realization of life plans do not exist" 
(1,989, p. 17). The adolescent phase is now characterised by 'deep contradictions', but, 
significantly, on a more positive note, Hurrelmann comments that adolescents have 'a 
relatively large scope forself-determined behaviour' in some areas of social life, including 
leisure choices, consumption, relationships, politics and religion (1989, p. 18). 
The. contributions of these German writers have illuminated some of the difficulties 
encountered by young people in their transitions to adulthood. Beck's Risk Society aptly 
describes the social and economic background to making such transitions in the 1990s. 
Increased elements of risk at a social level mean that the individual has to take on more 
responsibility for his or her well-being at a personal level. 
A similar view is taken by the English sociologist, Giddens, in. Modei-nity and Self- 
Itlenthy. Like Beck, Giddens makes use of the terms 'reflexivity', 'biography' and 'risk'. 
Making, reference to Beck, Giddens comments that: "Living in the 'risk society' means C, 
living with a calculative attitude to the open possibilities of action, positive and negative, 
with which, as individuals and globally, we are confronted in a continuous way in our 
contemporary social existence" (Giddens, 1991, p. 28). In place of 'reflexive 
modernization' Giddens refers to 'High modernity'. Modernity can be understood as 
'roughly equivalent' to industrialism (1991, p. 15) and High modernity "is characterised 
by widespread scepticism about providential reason, coupled with the recognition that 
sciqnce and technology are double-edged, creating new parameters of risk and danger as 1= Z. = 
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weH as offering beneficent possibilities for humankind" (199 1, pp. 27-8). 
Risk and attempts at risk assessment, for Giddens, are 'fundamental to the colonising 
of the ftiture' (p. 114). Like Beck, Giddens takes a broad view of what constitutes 'risk': 
its dimensions include a broad backdrop or unstable 'climate of risk' alongside. a reduction 
in life-threatening risks for the individual (pp. 114-5). Many daily activities are 
'successfully routinised' but because of rapid change in modem institutions "on the level 
of everyday practice as well as philosophical interpretation, nothing can be taken for 
ranted" (pp. 133-4). The individual faces a range of uncertainties, partly caused by the 
development of 'abstract systerns' which depend upon trust (p. 136) and encounters many 
dilemmas: "these dilemmas become particularly acute, or are experienced with special 
force, during the fateful moments of an individual's life" (p. 142). 
So for Giddens, structures remain h-nportant, but also the individual has to make some 
very significant decisions in response to personal dilemmas and choices. He makes no 
, special reference to particular age groups, but it would be appropriate to suggest that 16- 
19-year-olds are (and will be) especially prone to these types of d flemmas, uncertainties 
and risks as we move through modernity to 'high modernity': 
Each of us not only 'has', but lives a biography reflexively organised in terms of 
flows of social and psychological information about possible ways of life. Zý 
Modernity is a post-traditional order, in which the question, 'How shall I liveT has 
to be answered in day-to-day decisions about how to behave, what to wear and 
what to eat - and many other things - as well as interpreted within the temporal 
unfolding of self-identity (Giddens, 199 1, p. 14). 
2.7 Investigating Individualisation 
These recently-developed theories of 'individualisation' and 'risk' have helped to broaden 
out the discussion on youth transitions. Beck, Baethge, Hurrelmann and Giddens have all 
shown, in different ways, how choice and uncertainty can be important dimensions hi 
young people's biographies in contemporary societies. Their experiences and their futures D 4D 
are not exclusively determined by socialising and structural influences, but also involve 
elements of subjectivity, choice and agency. These accounts, however, remairt largely 
theoretical. The concept of individualisation has not been applied comprehensively to 
youth transitions and there are very few enz1firical investigations of the existence of such 
processes in young people's daily lives. The theories are interesting, provocative and 
relevant but they are, on the whole, not yet substantiated by detailed empirical evidence 
based on young people's day-to-day experiences. 
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Further qualitative research may help to ffiik these experiences with current theoretical 
developments and to support (or refute) the individualisation thesis. Indeed, there have 
already been some early attempts to do this - as suggested in the previous chapter, the 
ES 
* 
RC 16-19 Initiative and the Anglo-German Studies have begun to try to relate the 
reported experiences of their samples of young people to notions of individualisation. 
Evans and Furlong have noted how a metaphor of navigation is now used to describe 
young people's transitions into the labour market. This reflects the emergence of post- 
structuraRst perspectives on youth transitions hi the, 1990s. Within this model 
economic/employment success has come to be seen as beirig dependent upon individual 
skiH and capability as well as upon the impact of external risks and structures: 
In order to get a better understanding of the way in which young people's lives are 
shaped it is necessary to explore the relationship between structural and individual 
factors in more detail. In particular, we need to assess the extent to which 
opportunity structures contribute to experiences as well as the extent to which 
individuals assess risk and negotiate opportunities on a subjective level (Evans and 
Furlong, 1996, p. 2). 
These writers, whUst not denying the continued importance of opportunity structures, call 
for a more detailed analysis of individual subjectivity in transitions to employment. The 
'life course' perspective and the individualisation thesis allow us to contextualise the 
negotiation of structures of o portunity and risk' (Evans and Furlong, 1996, pp. 16-17). p 
They argue that comparisons of the actual experiences of young people over time have 
facilitated the testing and development of the individualLsation thesis. 
Both writers have been involved in empirical studies which have provided further data 
on 'individualisation'. A-s indicated in Section 1.7, the second Anglo-German Study found 
evidence of a range of transition behaviours and distinguished between 'active' and 
passive' modes of individualisation. Active individualisation is "a process of self- 
determined decision-making between occupational goals and in the choice of pathways 
to enter them" - this contrasts with passive individualisation "in which goals are weakly 
defined and strategies to achieve them uncertain" (Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994, pp. xiv- 
xv). Furlong and his colleagues have also attempted to investigate individual subjectivity 
and processes of individualisation in transitions to work as part of their series of 
neighbourhood studies' (e. g. Biggart and Furlong, 1996). 
Writerssuch as Bates and Riseborough have asked whether or not the individualisation 
thesis helps to explain their finding ,s 
developed fi-om ethnographic studies of young people ltý 
in a variety of college environments. In the introduction to their book Youth and 4n 
Inequa1hy (1993) Bates and Riseborough suggest that they concentrate primarily on the ID 
tr4ditional' inequalities associated with class and gender, but note that "these are not 
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disappearing but rather reappearing in new forms... " (Bates and Riseborough (Eds. ), Z=1 
1993, p. 1). Britain is not becoming a 'classless' society but opportunity structures are 
undergoing significant change. A contradiction was found in that tht,, young people studied 
were still very much affected by class and family background, but: "At all levels, many 
young people showed a notable degree of reflexivity, a capacity for creative 
reconstruction of biography in terms of personal progress and fulfilment" (Bates and a00 
Riseborough (Eds. ), 1993, p. 6). 
Bates and Riseborough have here hit upon a key problern facing researchers attempting 
to investigate the possibilities of 'individualisation'. This stems frorn the fact that the 
Yo ung people who might be featured in these projects are located in a vast range of 
settings and contexts. The various groups "are often fairly invisible to each other, being 
. 
z: 1 17, 
widely separated institutionally and socially... " (Bates and Riseborough (Eds. ), 1993, p. 5). 
In other words young people may well experience choice and control in their immediate 
contexts, but their attitudes and opinions may be. 'over-individualistic' in that, because of 
their limited experiential contexts, they will be unable to make compari: sons with other 
(T gs 
groups of youngsters or to contemplate some of the 
disadvantages (based largely on class, I It, 
ethnicity, gender and locality) of their situation. Undoubtedly part of an explanation for 
this lies in the tendency for sociologists and educationists to look at what happens to 
groups, classes and categories of people, whilst the individual is concerned primarily with 
his or her day-to-day experiences and personal prospects. 
This point is well iflustrated in the ethnographic studies carried out by Bates. She has 
attempted to explore 'class-gendered female careers' through studies of two contrasting 
college groups: the 'care girls' (16-18-year-olds training for jobs in institutional care on 
a YTS programme) and the 'fashion designers' (on a BTEC National Diploma course in 
fashion design) (Bates, 1993a, 1993b). Participant observation was used in both studies 
and the data collected suggested that both structural and agency influences were playing 
a part in the shaping of these young women's careers. The most important structures or 
social constraints were social class, gender, family or domestic background and the local 
labour market (Bates, 1993a, pp. 25-8; 1993b, pp. 71-8 1). 
The employment aspirations of both groups of students were severely restricted by 
labour market limitations, but at the same time both sets of students felt that they were 
utilising a degree of choice and agency. In the case of the 'care girls' a 'cooling out' Z: > C, 
function was occurring so that career aspirations could be realistically matched to labour 
market opportunities: "However, belief hi individual choice played a prominent role in the 
achievement of effective work adjustment, a necessary condition for which appears to be 
the maintenance of a sense of volition and personal agency" (Bates, 1993a, pp. 24-5). 
Tbeso 'care girl,. -; ', upon completion of their YTS programme, were heading for 'awful' 
jobs but still felt that there was an element of choice and flexibility in their experiences: 
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Individual capacities for adjusting their biographies in the light of labour market 
constraints played an important role... I have suggested that this flexibility was 
enhanced by aspects of current trends towards 'individualization'. The values of 
personal reflexivity and self-actualization facilitated the reconstruction of 'fate' as 
choice... (Bates, 1993a, pp. 29-30). 
Similar trends towards individualisation were evident in the comments made by the 
students on the BTEC fashion design course. To move into the world of fashion in this 
way was 'a high-risk step into the future' (Bates, 1993b, p. 72). These young women 
aimed to pursue an artistic, creative, individualistic career path and their sense of personal 
autonomy and belief in self-made opportunities was 'striking' (1993b, p. 82). 
. These studies represent one of the few attempts to reconcile young people's optimism 
and self-belief with the mainly negative impact of structural inequalities. This ethnographic 
work also constitutes one of only a limited number of attempts to investigate whether or 
not trends towards individualisation are evident in young people's daily experiences of 
education, training and work. There were signs of the impact of individualisation in these 
young people's transitions as, using Beck's terminology, they loosened social ties and 
connections and made themselves 'the centre of their own life plans'. Bates comments 
flarther: 
The overall pattern of social class, gender and broader cultural trends combining 
to dislocate, rather than lubricate, youth transitions into work is not readily 
reconcilable with either structural or reproduction theories as currently 
formulated. Family, educational experience and media influences had not 
successfully settled the score between human agency and social structure (Bates, 
1993b, p. 82Y. 
2.8 Postmodernist Contributions 
The notion of 'individualisation' has very loosely been associated with postmodernist 
perspectives on society. While Giddens writes of 'high modernity' and Beck describes 
'reflexive modernization', other writers make reference to postnwdemism, a new type of 
social formation which represents a distinctive break from, rather than an extension to, 
'modem' society. There is considerable dispute about what postmodernism actually is and 
there is even more uncertainty about how this perspective might be used to explain the 
position and influence of the individual in society. There have been few attempts to apply 
ppstmodernist scenarios to educational experiences or to youth transitions, though a 
literature on these themes does now seem to be developing and the few writings that do 
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exist intersect upon debates concerning structural and individual/agency influences in such 
processes. 
Usher and Edwards, for example, in examining the impact of postmodernist thinking 
upon contemporary theory and practice of education, including the works of Lacan, 
Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard, argue that questions of emancipation and oppression lie 
at the heart of education, and that postmodemism. "gives us a fresh and radical way of 
confronting these questions" (Usher and Edwards, 1994, pp. 4-5). These questions can in 
turn be linked to issues of structure and agency and such an approach provides the 
resources for "thinking anew the effects of education at both the personal and structural 
levels": individuals construct the social world, but the world then 'turns around' and 
. 
constructs us (1994, pp. 25,28). 
These broad advantages of a postmodemist approach are illustrated by Usher and 
Edwards through a consideration of two major contemporary educational developments, 
'both relevant to issues of personal autonomy in youth transitions: firstly 'reforms' in 
vocational education and, secondly, the development of experiential learning techniques. 
Usher and Edwards argue that British educational institutions are "important sites of 
regulation in modem social formations" (1994, p. 101). The phrase 'regulation' along with 
the notion of 'power-knowledge' is taken from Foucault's work relating to prisons, 
asylums and sexuality. The reforms of vocational education, which relate mainly to the 
post-16 population, contain a 'discourse of competence' which is an example of such 
regulation. This discourse is based upon, for example, the NCVQ's narrow emphasis on 
competence as performance based on skills, knowledge and understanding: "An 
exploration of the discourse of competence must first be related to ideas of surveillance, 
discipline and power-knowledge" (Usher and Edwards, 1994, pp. 103-4). The current 
'discourse of competence' has managed to project itself as a 'progressive' form of 
education and training, using 'humanistic' language (p. 107): 4D 
However, competence to perform a work role also involves a form of discipline... 
Thus 'competence' is not just a matter of performance, but of surveillance and 
control over the learner... The process of continuous assessment, of credit 
accumulation towards an NVQ is therefore in another sense a continuously 
expanding surveillance of the learner, and a continuous disciplining through the 
goal of competent behaviour at every stage of the process. There is no space for 
independence of thought or action along the way.. (1994, p. 109). 
What actually happens to individuals within the NVQ system is that they become 'a 
bundle of competences' (p. 110). The threats to individuality and the disciplining nature 
of competence are both subtle and complex and because of the 'progressive' and 
'humanistic' language used to justify such developments in vocational education the 
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individual may be 'seduced' rather than 'oppressed' or 'repressed' into work-based 
learning (Usher and Edwards, 1994, p. I 11; Bauman, 1992, p. 198). Note also that 
disciplining effects can be appEcd to institutions as well as to individuals (Usher and 
Edwards, 1994, pp. 113-4). 
Usher and Edwards also consider, from a postmodernist perspective, the effects of 
experiential learning developments upon the individual. This is another recent trend in 
education that has been described in humanistic terms. They take experiential learning to 
be a 'nexus' of educational theory and practice: "Experiential learning has been 
constructed as a progressive and emancipatory movement within education, a shift away 
fi-orn the learning of canons of knowledge... We want to sug est that experiential learning 
is far more complex and contradictory than this" (Usher and Edwards, 1994, p. 187). 
Unconditional support for the emancipatory potential of experiential learning, they 
suggest, is 'problematic'. 
Usher elaborates this point in a paper on adult experiential learning. He argues that a 
postmodernist perspective can challenge what he calls 'agency-detern-ýination duaHsm' 
(1992, p. 204) and suggests that there have been two dominant discourses in adult 
education, each with its own inadequacies. The humanistic discourse, based on humanistic 
psychology, over-emphasise-s individual autonomy and 'constructs adults as abstract, 
decontextualised individuals' (Usher, 1992, p. 202). Critical pedagogy, the second major 
discourse, presents the individual as dominated by and exploited by social structures, "it 
tends to deprive subjects of ai.,,, ency by making them social victims" (1992, p. 203). A 
postmodernist approach breaks down this dualism and 'reconstructs' individual 
experience, it shows how 'subjectivity is both constructed and constructing' (1992, 
p. 203). From Usher's perspective, the individual is 'situated', that is he or she can exercise 
agency, but this agency is situated in an historical and temporal context, a context which 
includes language: "The 'situated' subject provides a conception of subjectivity and 
experience which preserves a needed dimension of agency whilst avoiding psychologism 
and individualism" (1992, pp. 201,207-9). 
The attempted application of postmodernist approaches to recent developments in 
education provides some insight into how such perspectives might view the relative 
influences of structure and agency in youth transitions. Since, following Lyotard, such zn 
approaches are 'incredulous of grand or metanarratives' and 'totalising explanations' 
(Usher and Edwards, 1994, pp. 17,155) one might expect outright rejection of structural 
influences such as class, gender and ethnicity in favour of more individual/agency inputs 
into such transitions. This is not, however, the case. Usher and Edwards, as suggested 
earfier, take the line that there are two 'educational discourses'. Education is often seen 
as being about either sociafisation or individuation. The text of education: 
I 
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is constructed and therefore understood in terms of a binary opposition of 
'repression/liberation'... In a Derridean spirit of dissolving binary oppositions we 
suggest that education is neither exclusively one nor the other but both and that 
furthermore there. is no resolution... (Usher and Edwards, 1994, p. 140). 
Within education individuals are both constrained and autonomous, repressed and active: 
"Incarceration... practices of surveillance, monitoring and control, all these go hand in 4: 1 
hand with the creation of active and 'capable' subjects within a discourse of autonomy and 
emancipation... " (ibid., pp. 136-7). 
So, rather Eke the locus of control literature and the papers on individualisation, 
postmodernist writings do not, indeed cannot, advocate the primacy of structural or 
agency influences on their own. Postmodernists "do not seek to prescribe educational 
solutions" (ibid., p. 222) and consequently take the view that: 
there are two separate but interlinked educational discourses. One is to do with 
social control, maintenance and reproduction of the social order, the transmission 
and inculcation of the norms of cultural authority. The other is to do with the. 
realisation of agency and autonomy through developing the capacity of reason 
(ibie-L, p. 14Q). 
What these writers have achieved is to show that there are problems with 'humanistic' and 
I emancipatory' claims about current educational developments - resistance and subversion 
are more important terms than 'emancipation' and 'progress' (ibid., pp. 172,226) - and 
to assist with the development of a new vocabulary relating to educational change. 
2.9 SuniiilaEy 
This chapter has briefly reviewed the literature relating to youth transitions, particularly 
those contributions which have had something to say about structure and agency hi such 
transitions. It has been argued that as young people's transitions and education, training 
and work outcomes have become more diverse so too has the theoretical literature 
become more sophisticated. Possiblt, theoretical influences considered have included 
socialisation theory, cultural and economic reproduction, accommodation and resistance 
perspectives, the locus of control literature, the individUalisation thesiýs and postmodernist 
contributions. 
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To some extent it is difficult to disentangle changes in the -names given to the 
perspectives used and their associated vocabularies from actual theoretical developments 
in the literature. Certainly an interesting range of metaphors has been used to describe 
youth transitions, including niches, bridges, routes, pathways, trajectories and 
navigations (Evans and Furlong, 1996). These metaphors tend to imply different 
assessments of struclure/agency influences and have themselves been associated with 
different theoretical perspectives. For example, Evans and Furlong argue that 'niches' and 
'pathways' are associated with functionalist perspectives, 'trajectory' with structuralist 
approaches, and 'navigation' with reflexive and post-structuralist perspectives (Evans and 
Furlong, 1996, pp. 1-2). 
Thus there have been changes to the nomenclature but there have also been important 
developments in the substance of the theories and it has been argued that certain trends 
can be discerned in the literature. The earlier theoretical approaches, emphasising 
socialisation in the 1960s and 1970s, adopted a macro-sociological perspective, 
suggesting that individuals were socialised by structures such as the education system and 
were primarily passive. There was not much room for agency in this type of approach, but 
by the late 1970s and the 1980s, as youth unemployment increased considerably and a 
number of different training and education schemes were introduced, theoretical writings 
began to acknowledge diversity and the possibilities of individual resistances. It was 
acknowledged that socialisation was not straightforward and that there were many 
different pathways into the world of employment. 
Theories of accommodation and resistance, for example, showed how complex young 
people's lives were becoming. However, such theories still emphasised the importance of 
'cultural reproduction' (despite the possibilities of individual resistance) and also tended, 
ultimately, to slip back into macro-explanations without taking enough account of agency, 
, 
subjectivity and individual inputs. While the possibilities of personal autonomy and 
creativity were acknowledged, the individual still ended up being engulfed by macro- 
structures such as social class and gender. 
The individualisation thesis, it has been suggested, took the debate much further 
forward. Developed initially by German sociologists, this showed how youth as a stage 
in the life course or biography involves both macro-structural factors and individual 
agency. The fon-ns and manifestations of agency have differed according to the viewpoint 
of the particular writer and the overall societal context - modernity, reflexive 
modernization, high modernity or postmodernity - within which the individual is believed 
to be located. 
Here at last was a theoretical formulation which began to take full account of the 
cpmplexity of young people's transitions. The individualisation thesis goes some way 
towards reconciling''young people's feelings of optimism, autonomy, creativity and 
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subjectivity with the rather pessimistic, 'objective', external situation of economic decline 
and difficulty caused by rising unemployment and increased social inequalities in the 
industrialised nations. One way forward now would be to investigate empirically and in 
more . detail the question of whether or not the individualisation thesis fits with and helps 
to explain young people's contemporary 'lived realities' in education, training, work and 
other contexts. There is an important interface between structure and agency, between 
'choice' and 'fate', which has yet to be articulated by youth researchers, sociologists and 
educationists. 
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('hapter Three - From Abstractions to Lived Realities: A Mgthodological Problem 
3.1 Overview of Research -MethodQL= 
The previous chapter has shown how there is an important interface between structure and 
agency in the transitional experiences of young people. Much of the literature on youth 
transitions, with the exception of recent writings on the 'individualisation' thesis, neglects 
the potential influence of agency and subjectivity in such transitions. This is no doubt 
partly because it is difficult to definý and to measure such aspects of transition. It is much 
more difficult to attribute sociological or educational meaning to individual feelings and 
experiences than to broader structural dimensions such as class, race and gender. 
One possible way of making progress, however, on this issue of assessing young 
people's degrees of control over the school to work transition is to use more than one 
research method -a pragmatic approach. A multi-method approach, involving the 
triangulation of methods and data sources is most appropriate for this type of research 
question. Such a multi-method approach may bring into focus both subjective influences 
and external (structural) influences in youth transitions, and may to some extent help to 
answer questions concerning increasing tendencies towards 'individualisation' in young 
people's educational, social and economic movements. 
. 
This chapter sets out the details of the multi-method approach adopted and shows how 
such a strategy is appropriate for the investigation of young people's experiences of 
vocational further education. The following chapter, which should be read in conjunction 
with the present chapter, outlines the ways in which developments in the research 
methodology literature have informed and influenced the research design of the present 
study and also provides further justifications for a pragmatic approach. 
The following general methodological approach, involving several different techniques, 
has been utilised for the present study: 
(1) Information. Gqrheiin, -,. - documentary analysis and the gathering of information abojit 
the young people-, their colleges and their contexts from as many sources as possible. 
(2) Srrucuired Questionnaire - administered to samples of approximately 100 respondents 
in each of the two colleges (producing mainly, but not exclusively, quantitative data). The 
questionnaire should provide information on a number of possible structural influences, 
including schooling history, qualification levels, family background and work experience. 
(3) Ethnoeixiphic Group Interviews - with group sub-samples drawn from the 
questionnaire respondents in each of the two colleges (producing mainly qualitative data). 
Since one of the main aims of the research is to elicit young people's views on the school 
to work transition, the use of group interviews is seen as the primary (and the most 
inpovative) methodological strategy in the research design. These discussions should help 
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to draw out opinions on the degrees of individual agency, autonomy and independence 
experienced by these young people, as well as comments relating to possible structural 
influences, in their transitions from education to employment. 
This type of approach is not new - methodological diversity seeras to have become 
fashionable in social and educational research as the use of 'naturalistic', 'ethnographic' 
or 'new paradigm' research tools has become more acceptable in recent years. There has 
also been a 'breaking down' of the quantitative-qualitative divide (see Section 4.2). 
Both the ESRC 16-19 Initiative- and the Anglo-German Studies used a 'layered 
methodology'. Both involved survey data and the use of interviews, though these were 
individual rather than group interviews. As indicated previously, the Anglo-German 
Studies also developed the notion of matched samples taken from contrasting labour 
market areas. Hence the present research design builds upon the methodological strengths 
of previous studies in the field of youth transitions. 
3.2 Rationale for the Research Methodology 
The proposed methodology thus partially arises from previously utilised research 
strategies and takes account of the. data collected in previous studies. However, there are 
also several elements of originality in the research design. Firstly, although the findings 
may not be directly comparable, there will be opportunities for updating some of the data 
from previous studies. Some of the questions used in the questionnaire were also used in 
the Anglo-German Studies, hence young people's perspectives of 1995/96 can be 
compared with the views of the 1987/88 Anglo-German respondents. It will be possible 
to consider any changes in young people's views seven or eight years further on into the 
era of new vocationalism in further education. Additionally, the questionnaire contains a 
number of new questions designed to bring out student viewpoints on levels of optimism 
(in terms of finding employment) and feelings of control over their post- 16 destinies and 
pathways. 
Secondly, a completely new urban context will be investigated in the form of a college 
within an East London borough. The studies mentioned above were based on samples 
from Liverpool, Swindon, Sheffield and Kirkcaldy. It is hoped that the findings from East 
London in the econoiriically-significant 'south-east' area will provide a useful complement 
to data produced from the previous rather regionalised investigations. 
Finally, although the research design is not new in the sense that it is a multi-method 
approach including both quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques, the use 
of group interviews does provide a degree of innovation. This is an under-used rnethod 
in educational research and one which has enormous potential in terms of eliciting the 
views of young people if used sensitively (see Section 4.4). 
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The rationale for this methodology links with the research questions outlined in Cha ter 4ý p 
1. The research design is based as much on common sense as it is on any discussion of 
methodological or epistemological paradigms. The idea is to 'enter the. world' of college 
students using a general process of familiarisation with the location and with the 
individuals involved. Although operating on a limited time-scale, and with limited 
resources, the plan is to use the methodological stages outlined above to work a way in 
to young people's subjective perspectives on the school to work transition and their 
feelings of control during this transition. The use of both structured and unstructured 
techniques rneans that several different viewpoints (e. g. official, unofficial, institutional, 
group, individual) may be represented. 
The research will focus down from a consideration of national policies relating to 'new 
vocationalism', through local labour market considerations and LEA contexts, to ZP 
institutional settings and courses and, finally, to group and individual student viewpoints 
on the preparation for work (see Figure 3.1). 
Limitations in tirne and resources hindered the possibility of research across a number 
of institutional settings, so a decision was made, to focus on the further education sector. 
There were three main reasons for locating the study in this context. Firstly, in terms of 
numbers of young people, the further education sector has expanded rapidly in the last few 
years - recent Department for Education and Employment statistics indicate that by 
1993/94 some 70 per cent of 16-year-olds were participating in post-compulsory 
education, with more t han half of these in FE: this figure compares with around 50 per 
cent in 1988/89 and 40 per cent in 1979/80 (DFEE, 1995, pp. 23-4 and Figure 8.3). 
Secondly, there was a great deal happening in this sector of education including the 
introduction and implementation of NVQs, GNVQs and other vocationally-oriented 
reforms - this was a chance to gauge the effects of the 'new vocationalism' in full bloom. 
Thirdly, the FEsector seemed to be relatively under-researchtd despite the recent increase 
in student numbers and the apparent proliferation of studies of youth transitions. 
In practical terms, following the negotiation of access to the colleges (which in itself can 
be problematic), the first stage of the research process, information gathering, involves 
finding out as much as possible about the national and local contexts of students in FE 
colleges. This will include the analysis of various documents obtained from the institutions 
involved (as well as related institutionss such as local Training and Enterprise Councils and 
careers offices) so as to find out as much as possible about their organisation, contexts, 
goals, and provision for young people before carrying out the detailed fieldwork on student 
perspectives. This stage will also involve contact with 'key informants' or 'significant 
others' (Burgess, 1985, pp. 79-8 1; Bynner and Roberts, 1990, p. 8) in these settings. 
I 
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Figure 3.1 - rraineivorkfor the Relationship Benveen Content and Methodology in an Investigation of 
Youne PeODles Feelimes of Control in the Transition from School to Work - 
CONTENT AND RESEARCH 
National Contex 
- Economic trends 
- National employment, 
training and education policies 
Regional/Local Contexts 
- Local labour markets 
- Education authorities 
- TECs, training provision 
Institutional Context,,; 
- Colle-e mana-ement C, Z' 
- Organisation, curriculum 
Group Contexts 
- Courses, qudifications 
- Tutorial, vocational groups 
Individual Viewpoint,,; 
- Young people's perspectives or 
transition from school to work- 
expressed in a group context and 
individwilly 
STRUCTURE 
METHODOLOGY/DATA 
GATHERING 
Quantitative Data 
n 
Infomiation Clatherinf! 
- Literature search 
- Official documents 
- Key infonnwits 
II 
Stnictured Ouestionnair 
- Statistical analysis 
Ethnog, raphic QyrouI2 Interviews 
- Interview guide approach 
loving towards an 'ethnography' 
of college life 
Qualitative Data 
Of course there are problems both with using official publications and with selecting key 
figures with institutional authority, but the use of more than one method and a variety of 
data sources means that other perspectives can be. represented at later stages in the 
research process, thus possibly increasing the 'validity' of the research. 
The questionnaire findings will make available a useful statistical backcloth and the 
group interviews, involving sets of interviews with the same gýoups of students, will 
provide more detailed, less. structured responses. The intention is to use the combination 
of written questions and qualitative discussions to elicit details of the school to work 
transition from the perspectives of the students themselves, with particular reference to 
their feelings (or lack of them) of control and personal agency. 
AGENCY 
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Some of the reasons for selecting these two collo-ges (one in the West country and one 
in East London) have bten mentioned above. Westdown is a fairly buoyant labour market 
with a relatively low unemployment rate. East London represents an important area or 
region not yet directly featured in the school to work research on 16-19-year-olds. Within 
the two colleges the emphasis will be on groups taking vocationally-orientated courses 
(NVQs, GNVQS and BTECs). These students will be 'critical cases' (Bates, 1993a, p. 20) 
in the sense that they are the, very people who should be benefiting from the new 
vocationalism in FE along with its associated emphasis on learner autonomy and personal 
independence. Another way of expressing this is to say that these students (or their 
grroups) are 'info rmatio n-rich' cases: "Info t mation-rich cases are those fi-om. which we can 
learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research... " 
(Patton, 1990, p. 169). The use of information-rich cases is one aspect of 'purposeful 
sampliýig'. 1. ý 
3.3 Sampling, Access and Key Informan 
Access, or the 'entry stage', in itself can be one of the most difficult and uncomfortable 
stages in the research process (Patton, 1990, pp. 250-5). Much has been written about the 
1)mver of the researcher over others, especially when young people or children are 
involved, but in the negotiation of access phase power may well be exercised in the other 
direction. The researcher is seeking to enter a strange environment which he or she does 4: 1 
not know and may well be, hoping for contact with many, possibly hundreds, of individuals 
in order for data to be generated, individuals whose. primary purposes and tasks will not 
be. to contribute to research, but to study, to pass examinations, to train, to find 
employment or to deal with other aspects o, f 'real life'. This problem of access may be 
particularly acute for qualitative researchers: 
The proble-m of gaining access to data is particularly serious in ethnography since 
one is operating in settings where the researcher -eneraUy has fittle power, and 4: 1 
people have pressing concerns of their own which often give them fittle reason to 
co-operate (Hammtrsley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 53). 
In order to overcome. these problems in the present project, the whole process of access 
was planned carefully &om the early stages. Once the two coll g e es had been identified as 
suitable locations a letter was sent to each of the Principals outlining the general nature ltý 
of the research and requesting permission to make a preliminary visit to the college. Both 4:: 1 
principats replied favourably and confirmed that a particular individual on the staff would 
ace as an intermediary. 
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The next step was to write to these two contacts to arrange a visit to each college which 
would include an explanation of the research strategy as it would affect the college. From 
the very first meetings it became clear that these two individuals would be more than just 
11 elpful intermediaries, they would act as very important information points and sources 
of local knowledge. and were essential for communicating details of the project to college 
staff and in facilitating contact with them. These two individuals were 'key informants' 
in the sense that they were "particularly knowledg , eable and articulate" 
(Patton, 1990, 
pp. 260-4) and because they had a number of different important roles in relation to the 
researcher: as 'guide', 'assistant', 'interpreter', 'historian' and 'model' (Burgess, 1985d, 
pp. 91-4; Spradley, 1979, p. 25). 
. 
It should be noted, however, that there can be dangers in the use of key informants. On 
occasions such individuals can act as 'gatekeepers' allowing access only to certain parts 
of the institution, or to particular people or to limited sources of information and there is 
the possibility of 'manipulating the researcher' (Burgess, 1985d, p. 95). These problems 
were not encountered in the two colleges visited. Each of the key informants had been 
working at the institution for a long period of time and was able to tell the researcher 
much about the history, organisation and structure (both formal and informal) of the 
college. Access was encouraged in all parts of the site and all information requested 
(either verbally or in. writing) was provided. Whilst the key informants obviously had their 
own views and interests they also had a good overview of their college and its structures. 
These individuals, through their specific work tasks, were familiar with the range of Zýl I-- 
courses on offer and had good contacts with the various departments/faculties, making 
the setting up of questionnaire groups across the colleges that much easier. In short, whilst 
an awareness of the possible difficulties in the use of key informants had to be borne in 
mind, the fact is that research on this scale in these two institutions would not have been 
possible without the ongoing co-operation and assistance of these two individuals. 
One of the most important functions of these co-ordinators was to set up access to 
student groups in a way that would create matched samples in the two colleges. 'Closely 
matched sampling' had been used in the Aliglo-German Studies (see Section 1.7; Bynner 
and Heinz, 1991; Evans and Heinz, 1993; Brown, 1996, pp. 3-4) and this was an 
appropriate way of facilitating a comparison of student groups across the two different 
colleges/labour markets. Matching would be in terms of gender, age, level of study, and 
type of course. 
In the questionnaire phase of the research, the aim was to feature a cross-section of at 
least 100 full-time students on vocational courses from eactf-of the two colleges. 
Negotiations took place with the Principals and the key informants so that contact could 
)), e made with a number of Heads of Department. A letter was then sent to each of these 
Heads of Department asking for access to at least one group within their division. The I Z: ý 
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letter asked for access to vocational groups, ideally containing between ten and thirty 
students, with mainly students aged 16 to 19. In the case of the first college surveyed 
(Westdown) Heads of Department were given some leeway in nominating groups from 
the 
; 
ir area within the constraints just mentioned. This resulted in eight groups/subjects 
being norninated at Westdown. The tutors involved were approached and these 
subjects/leveN were then used as a basis for a more specific approach to Eastborough 
College for questionnaire groups, though an exact match was never possible because. of 
the different ranges of courses on offer at the two institutions. Altogether eleven Heads 
of Department (or Faculty) and nineteen course tutors were approached for permission 
to include their groups iii the study. Only one tutor, at Westdown, felt unable to assist, 
mainly because she was already carrying out her own research with the course group. 
Thanks to the co-operation of the tutors, a close match was achieved in questionnaire 
groups - this would allow direct quantitative comparisons across the two college contexts. 
There were six core groups, i. e. groups studying the saine subject at the same level at each 
of the two colleges, and several additional groups, including an A level group at each site 
w allow comparison of one 'academic' group with the 'vocational' groups. 
Over one hundred students, then, from a range of different groups and courses, would 
complete the questionnaire at each college. The questionnaire sample would then act as 
a samplin-, frame for the selection of an interview sample. The plan was to set up two 
interview groups of between six and ten students at each of the colleges and to meet each 
of these discussion groups several times in the next phase of the fieldwork process. 
Students would be selected at random from the questionnaire groups and once selected 
they would be sent a letter asking them if they would be willing to take part in a series of 
6 small group discussions' on their feelings about their college course, vocational education 
and employment prospects. Obviously allowances would have to be made for refusals and 
for non-attenders so a degree of over-recruitment was anticipated. 
Withiii this layered methodology two different forms of sampling were in use. 
Ptaj)oseful or theoretical sampling was used in the selection of the questionnaire groups 
and ran(lom sampling in the selection of individuals for the group interviews. "Theoretical 
sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory" (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967, p. 45): it involves "choosing those whose testimony seems most likely to develop 
and test emerging analytic ideas" (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 138). This was 
theoretical sampling in the sense that the groups selected - through a combination of -n z: 1 
requests fi-om the researcher and nominations by the college tutors - were students of the 
appropriate age group studying courses that were part of the 'new vocationalis-m' in 
action. The ideas that were going to be tested were not yet clearly formulated - but z: 1 
centred around feelings of control and levels of optimism linked to new vocationalism and 
prOcesses of individualisation. 
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Random sampling was used in the selection of individuals for the ethnographic group 
interviews. A gender balance was maintained by ensuring that these random selections 
reflected the proportions of males and females in each of the questionnaire survey groups. 
Random sampling was used so as to ensure, as far as reasonably possible, that certain 
types of individuals were not over-represented - for example, particularly vocal individuals 
or tutor-nominated (and probably less critical) students - in the discussions. Interestingly, 
when names were selected one or two tutors did try to act as 'gatekeepers' (Burgess, 
1985d, p. 133), saying things like 'she won't be much use' or 'she's too critical to take 
part in a discussion'. Where this happened points about the importance of randomness and 
the need for a broad cross-section of students (as far as the group size would allow) were 
stressed to the tutor concerned. 
3.4 Dala Gathering: The Questionnair 
The questionnaire phase of the research had two general aims: firstly, to provide a broad 
statistical overview of students' experiences of their college and their courses, a backcloth 
of information that could be used in conjunction with the interview data collected later in 
the, research process; and, secondly, to generate ideas and to stimulate points for the 
group interview discussions. 
In relation to the first aim it must be stressed that the questionnaire phase of the research 
was never intended to be a full-scale 'scientific' statistical analysis with detailed 
correlations, multivariate analysis, regression calculations and so on. There were a number 
of reasons for this: firstly, the use of a multi-method approach meant that there were 
limitations in terms of time available for each method and form of analysis; secondly, there 
were already in existence detailed data sets, on school to work transitions; and, finally, the 
strategy of this study has been to use a multi-method approach, but with an emphasis on 
ethnographic interviews, so that the respondents' views, expressed qualitatively rather 
than statistically, can be given prominence in the analysis section. 
Having said this, the questionnaires will generate much information and some of the 
findings should be useful and illuminating. The data will provide an huportant quantitative 
dimension to the study and the statistics should be useful both in their own right and as 
illustrations of and comparisons to points made in the interviews. These are descl-il)tive 
statistics (Black, 1993, Ch. 5) which will help to paint a full picture of the young people's 
experiences of vocational education as expressed by the students themselves. 
Although the questionnaire surveys are effectively 'snapshots' describing students' 
experiences of college environments and courses at a particular tiffie, a number of useftil 
comparisons will be made using the statistical findings. The two college samples will be 
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cornpared and the hopes and aspirations of respondents in two contrasting labour markets 
will (at least indirectly) be considered. The viewpoints of similar subject groups in 
different colleges and different locations will be compared: e. g. 'are engineering students 
in Westdown more optimistic in terms of employment prospects than their equivalents in 
EastboroughT Also the views of contrasting groups within one college will be considered: 
e. g 'do BTEC or NVQ students feel better prepared for work than their more 'academic' 
A level counterpartsT Finally, because the questionnaire is a modified version of the one 
used in the first Anglo-Gerrnan Study in 1988, elements of a longitudinal comparison will 
be possible: e. g. 'have 1995/96 students benefited more from the new vocationalism than 
their late 1980s counterpartsT 
As already indicated, the questionnaire (see Appendix 1) is in part based upon the one 
used in the first Anglo-German study (reprinted as Appendix IV in Bynner and Roberts 
(Eds. ), 1991, pp. 286-303). Needless to say, this made the task of questionnaire design 
considerably easier, though there was still significant work to be done in developing the 
q. uestionnaire for the purposes of thýis study. Son-r- questions were omitted, either because 
they were not deemed relevant to the present study (which is confined to the FE sector 
in England so that, for example, cross-national questions were not required), or because 
they had become outdated. New questions were added usually either because recent 
developments in education needed to be considered, or because new information was 
required on the 'feelings of control' dimension of the school to work transition and on 
opinions concerning the impact of the local labour market situation on college leavers' 
employment prospects. The data collected from these new questions, because they are 
directly related to the aims of this project, will receive special attention in the analysis 
sections. For organisational purposes the questionnaire was divided into three sections: 
PART I -'YOUR BACKGROUND' 
PART H -'YOUR PRESENT SITUATION' 
PART III -'YOUR PLANS FOR THE FUTURE' 
In total there were 47 questions, with many of these divided into sub-questions. The 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used for computer analysis and for 
presentation of the responses. Data for 155 variables had to be coded in, both by hand on 
the questionnaire and by keyboard into SPSS. As well as the structured questions there 
were a number of open questions. which should help to link the questionnaire responses 
to the subsequent group interview data. 
The questionnaire was distributed to students in the form of an A5 booklet with eleven 
printed pages. Although this is quite lengthy for a structured questionnaire, it should be 
stressed that many of the questions were straightforward yes/no or tick-a-box type 
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questions. The tutors who had consented to the use of their subject groups allowed the 
researcher into their classrooms to distribute the questionnaire and to explain its purposes 
to the students. It should be noted that help from the tutors often went beyond pern-daing 
access to their students and many tutors gave up considerable amounts of time to provide 
background information and to make comments on developments in FE in general and in 
vocational education and their subject areas in particular. 
Consequently, in all cases, the researcher was present with the student group for the 
cornpletion of the questionnaire --respondents were free to seek clarification or to make 
coiru-nents during the completion-of the document. It took the respondents between 25 
and 45 minutes to fill in the questionnaire, the average completion time, being around 35 
minutes. There were no non-responses, though a small number of students did fail to 
complete some sections of the questionnaire. 
In sorne ways the respondents were a 'captive audience' once the tutor had given 
permission for the group to be used. It was stressed, however, that participation was 
voluntary and that in the analysis and presentation of the results anonymity would be 
maintained. The fact that the questionnaire had already been 'tried and tested', and that 
the project had the approval of the college authorities and tutors, undoubtedly helped to 
facilitate the 100 per cent response rate. The methodological literature suggests that the 
response rate to a postal questionnaire of this length would almost certainly have been less 
than 40 per cent and possibly less than 20 per cent, especially given that many of the 
respondents were preoccupied with 
_exan-dnation 
and coursework commitments. 
3.5 Data G athering: Ethnographic C, roup Interviews 
The next major phase of the fieldwork was a series of ethnographic group interviews at 
each of the two college sites (detailed justifications for the use of the terms 'ethnography' 
and 'ethnographic group interview' are provided in Section 4.3). Since this technique. has 
rarely been used in educational research (and not at all in an FE context) this was seen as 
a particularly innovative aspect of the research design. Group interviews were seen as an 
excellent way of discovering and articulating young people's viewpoints on vocational 
aspirations and the transition to work. Since these ethnographic group interviews were 
placed at the heart of the research strategy, several parts of this thesis are devoted to 
discussing their uses and their strengths and weaknesses. This section briefly describes 
how these interviews were set up and carried out and how they relate to the overall 
research strategy. The next section (Section 3.6) draws upon the literature to provide 
more details of the strengths and limitations of the technique and also outlines what the 
methodological literature has to say about the conduct of group -interviews. The ways in 
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which the literature inspired the use of this technique are discussed in Section 4.4. 
These 'semi-structured' or 'ethnographic' (Spradley, 1979) interviews involved two 
groups of students in each college seen three times by the researcher. The groups were 
made up of students selected at random from the questionnaire sample groups. Thus the 
questionnaire sample (223 respondents) was a sampling frame for the interview phase. 
Initially the plan was to select these students from the six core groups, but the 
composition of the groups had to be. modified according to the availability of the students 
and the subject groups. Over-recruitment was necessary and the lists of randomly-selected 
respondents included 'reserves' where necessary. 
The interview samples were matched in terms of age, sex, level and type of course 
studied. In the, event, because certain groups of students were not available after a certain 
date, an exact subject match was never possible, though the students did come from 
similar types of course, e. g. GNVQ, NVQ, BTEC. The idea of using group discussions 
is to discover something of 1)olicy as exl)eiienced. Comparative educational research often 
only tends to take account of institutional frameworks or general statistical trends and is 
consequently too generalised - the use, of ethnographic interviews will allow for individual 
expressions of 1)olic-y in action. Brown's comment about the matching , process as a way z: 1 
of looking at skill development in England, Germany and the Netherlands also applies 
here: 
The close matching process delivers strong contextual similarities, which then 
gives opportunities for a rigorous comparison of individual experiences within 
those contexts. This has to be supplemented with contextual analysis, but 
potentiaRy it does give scope to highlight the interplay of structure and agency 
taking place in skill formation and development processes (Brown, 1996, p. 4). 
The aim is not to make large scale generalisations from the interview data, but to use the 
data to provide detailed, individual biographical perspectives which will inform us about 
im portant aspects of the career paths of young people. 
Once the random sel. -ction had been made the students were approached by letter via 
their tutors. The students were asked if they were willing to be part of a small group of 
students to be interviewed at their college. A reply slip and a stamped addressed envelope 
were included. Where the students were under eighteen years of age a letter to their 
parents was also enclosed, asking for parental permission for their son/daughter to take 
part in the research. In total 40 students were contacted in this way: 23 agreed to take 
part, 5 did not wish to participate and 12 did not return their reply slips (in some cases this 
was because the students concerned had left the college or moved elsewhere). 
A loosely-structured interview schedule or topic guide was drawn up for each of the 
three planned group discussions. In general terms the first discussion involved getting to 
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know each other with a range of prompts on students' backgrounds and schooling. The 
second discussion centred on the students' present situations, their experiences of the 
college and their locality. The third discussion was broadly based on future plans, 
including levels of optimism/pessimism about future employment and feelings of control 
over the transition from school to work (Appendix 3 presents a provisional topic guide). 
The questionnaires completed by the students who took part in the discussions were 
looked at carefully before each session so that any interesting comments or lines of 
enquiry could be followed up. Note that the topic guide was provisional - some kind of 
framework was necessary so that the four discussion groups could be compared, but 
beyond this basic framework there was much scope for flexibility. 
The group interviews took place at the college sites - at Westdown in either a committee 
room or a small meeting room, and at Eastborough in the informal part of the Careers 1_ý 
Guidance Unit. The plan was to have groups of between four and eight students, in the 
event actual numbers were between three and seven respondents. The four groups were 
all seen three times each, with the. exception of the second Westdown group which was 
only visited twice because examination commitments prevented these individuals from 
meeting after a certain date. The interviews lasted between one and one and a half hours. 
In terms of physical arrangements, the students present were arranged in a circle and a 
multi-directional, high quality microphone was placed in the centre of the group to record 
the discussion. At the first two meetings name labels were used to help with identification. 
Usually the, discussions were held at lunch-time, but there were some at other times of the 
day where this was more convenient to the respondents. The rooms at Westdown College 
were rather formal, so the furniture was rearranged to make the setting as informal as 
possible. The Careers. Guidance Unit at Eastborough provided 
, 
an excellent informal 
setting, with comfortable chairs and a carpeted floor. The atmosphere was conducive to 
students talking about their vocational aspirations and related matters, though there were 
one or two interruptions due to people entering via a second door and during one 
discussion the telephone rang for several minutes! 
The interviews were spread out over a number of weeks. At Westdown they were 
carried out in May and June, 1995, and at Eastborough they were completed in November 
and December of the same year. All the discussions were tape-recorded (with permission) 
and then transcripts were produced. The researcher also made, field notes immediately 
after each session, noting down any general impressions or difficulties with the 
discussions. The process of transcribing was not without its difficulties (e. g. identifying 
individuals in the discussion) and took up a good deal of 'data analysis' time. The tapes 
were replayed several times and the transcripts were read carefully and coded, initially in 
, iccordance with the topics in the 'interview guide', though a flexible approach was t t_1 
maintained and several new concepts, ideas and issues did emerge from the interview data. 
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3.6 Appropriateness of (,, r! 2up Interviews 
This section draws upon the reseýrch methods literature in order to provide an account 
of the strengths and weaknesses of the group interview technique. Section 3.6.1 considers 
some of the limitations of this method, Section 3.6.2 outlines some of the strengths of 
group interviews, and Section 3.6.3 attempts to build upon this evaluation by summarising 
sorne of the suggestions made in thc, - literature about the conduct of group interviews. 
3.6.1 Limitations of Group Interviews 
There are a number of problems associated with the use of group interviews and these 
may help to explain the limited use of the technique in educational research. Some of these 
problems also occur in the use of one-to-one interviews but, mainly because of the. 
complexities of group interaction involved, there are several difficulties which go beyond 
those normally associated with the face-to-face interview. 
. 
One of the reasons for interviewing a group of people rather than a series of individuals 
is so as to encourage a range of ideas and opinions expressed in depth, with group 
members using each other for stimulation. However, in order to achieve the depth 
required there must be limitations on the number of questions asked or on the number of 
points listed for discussion. In group discussions there needs to be a focus for the session 
and this limits the range of topics that can be discussed. Too many topics would produce 
too shallow a discussion. Morgan (1988, p. 56) suggests that the facilitator of a focus 
group should not expect to be able to cover more than two major topic areas. An 
appropriate balance has to be maintained between depth of response from the members 
of the group and the breadth of topics featured. 
Similarly, there may be difficultie-s with the wording and style of questions when the 
interview is carried out in a group context. These problems occur in single interviews but 
are exacerbated by the presence of a group - the moderator needs to think carefully about 
what questions to ask-, the wording of the questions, the interviewees' levels of familiarity 
with the topics raised, and how precisely the questions/points will be put across. 
There will also be difficulties in managing a group interview. One-to-one interviews are 
cornplicated enough, but in group situations the complexities are magnified by the 
intricacies of group dynamics. A particular difficulty, frequently mentioned in the 
literature, is the irnpact of peer group pressure. Such pressure may introduce biases and 
distortions into the responses (Lewis, 1992, pp. 416-7). Interviewees may say what they 
think their fellow interviewees will want to hear, or they may try to make an impression 
in front of an audience: 
I 
66 
... 
in groups there is a risk that social pressures will condition responses in an 
artificial way.. People can feel nervous about uttering views opposed to those of 
the rest of the group. Some people like to play to the gallery, to impress their 
fellow participants. To some extent these social pressures are realistic, and would 
be present in the real world too, but also, to some extent, they are artificial 
offshoots of the particular group situation the researcher has constructed (Hedges, 
1985, p. 74). 
Where peer group pressure becomes intense there may be a 'hot-housing' effect where 
the, group becomes overly excited about a particular idea or issue and consequently 
overstates its irnportance. The group interview is in some respects an "artificial hothouse 
society created for the purposes of the research" (Hedges, 1985, p. 72). 
Another possible problem related to the management of the group is that of the 
(lominant individual. Dominant characters may influence the rest of the group, shaping 
the discussion disproportionately, and quieter individuals may become reticent so that 
some minority viewpoints are not expressed (Day and Loewenthal, 1992, p. 325; 
Denscombe, 1995, p. 138). In larger groups there is the possibility of 'social loafing' where 
individuals do not participate because the rest of the group can carry the discussion 
(Morgan, 1988, p. 43). 
However, there are things that can be done to deal with the influence of dominant 
individuals. The dominant participant's views can be offered to other members of the 
group for comment and the moderator can use body language and eye contact to 
discourage or encourage group members to contribute. It should also be noted that 
although an individual may appear to be don-dnating a group discussion, that individual 
may not necessarily be having a negative effect on the generation of data. Indeed, the 
opposite may be the case: "In some instances, one dominant person in the group can be 
an asset in that he or she can forward opinions and can begin to shape, and sharpen ideas 
so that the discussion begins to take off. ' (Watts and Ebbutt, 1987, pp. 28-9). Articulate 
and imaginative individuals may act as a catalyst for further discussion. 
It is also possible that one or more members of the group may 'ramble' and take the 
discussion away from a desired line of enquiry. This can occur in an individual interview, 
but in a group the effect can be even more damaging since one person's rambling may 
negate the expression of several relevant, additional viewpoints. 'Rambling', however, can 
be controlled, and in any case with ethnographic interviews, where often the respondent 
is meant to be 'setting the agenda', rambling conu-nents may be more important than they 
at first appear to be: "The interviewee in rambling is moving onto areas which most 
interest hfi-n or her. The interviewer is losing some control over the interview, and yielding 
it to the client, but the. pay-off is that the researcher reaches the data that is central to the 
client" (Measor, 1985, p. 67). 
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With group discussions an extra dimension is added to the issue of conflidentiality. The 
researcher can make a promise of confidentiality (and anonymity) but, because opinions 
are expressed in front of other iýdividuals, full confidentiality of the usual kind cannot 
realistically be. guaranteed. The material that is shared with the researcher is inherently 
shared with other participants too (Morgan, 1988, pp. 39-40; Lewis, 1992,. p. 46). 
Confidentiality problems may Emit the types of topics that can be discussed in groups: 
"This makes groups generally less suitable for handling sensitive, controversial or 'private' 
topics Eke personal finance, sexual behaviour, personal hygiene or racial issues" (Hedges, 
1985, p. 74). 
- Morgan and Krueger (1993, p. 6), however, argue that the belief that people will not talk 
about sensitive topics in groups is something of a myth. In practice, in the right sort of 
environrry--nt, people will readily talk about a whole range of personal, controversial and 
e motional topics. Researchers should also remember that individuals who agree to take 
part in group interviews are well aware that they will be making comments in a group 
context and if an individual does not want something to be generally known then he or she 
Will not reveal that information to a group. 
All of the aforementioned problems relate to carrying out the. group interviews and 
managing the participants. There are also difficulties with the technique, however, even 
after the discussions have taken"_place. These are to do mainly with transctibing and 
analysing the data collected. For example, it is extremely difficult to take notes during a 
group interview and there are also problems with using a tape recorder. There is a 
particular problem of identifýing individuals 6om tape recorded group discussions: it may 
be difficult to identify speakers, comments may not be clear or they may overlap, and 
important non-verbal interactions will not be featured. There are also the usual problems 
of background noise and interruptions which tend to occur if the discussions take place 
in an educational institution. 
Transcribing group interviews is both difficult and time-consun-ýing. It has been 
estimated that the ratio of transcribing time to recorded time is somewhere in the region 
of five to one (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 87). Typically the researcher will spend 
hours putting the transcripts together, ending up with a mass of written data that needs 
to be ordered, analysed and summarised. Very little guidance has been provided on how 
such data should be analysed (Knodel, 1993, p. 42) and it must be very tempting for 
researchers to take short cuts at this point. 
. 
Group interviews normally produce detailed qualitative data and they usually encourage 
the expression of opinions based on respondents' real-life experiences, but these kinds of 
data present analysis problems. It is very difficult to quantify such data or to produce 
statistics from the transcripts: 
I 
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The coding of group interviews is a thorny area... Group interview techniques 
have tended to be discussed in the context of qualitative, rather than quantitative 
research methods... and so discussion has been of measuring 'insights' into 
transcriptions rather than numerical codings (Lewis, 1992, p. 419). 
The data, however open-ended or unstructured, will have to be put into some kind of 
framework - patterns will have to be identified for analysis to take place. 
Issues of validity and reliability may well surface in this phase of the research process. 
There seem to be two major problems here - firstly, the effects of the subjective position 
of the researcher'and, secondly, the problems of generalising from a group to a larger 
population: "Given the qualitative nature of the data gathered by focus group 
methodology, a considerable amount of subjective judgment is necessarily involved in their 
interpretation and analysis" (Knodel, 1993, p. 43). A degree of subjectivity is unavoidable 
in this type of research strategy, but there are steps that can be taken to ensure that the 
research is still 'rigorous' even where there is an element of subjective influence. For 
example, a research team could be employed so as to provide. more than one viewpoint 
on the data, a number of group interviews can be conducted so that the groups can be 
compared, and sampling techniques can be used to ensure a good spread of respondents. 
The issue of generalising from a limited number of unstructured inter-views is 
surru-narised well by Bryman, who notes that there is a tendency in qualitative research 
towards an 'anecdotal approach', with: 
Brief conversations, snippets from unstructured interviews... used to provide 
evidence for a particular contention... the representativeness or generality of these 
fragments is rarely addressed. Further, field notes or extended transcripts are 
rarely available... The reader is rarely given a vantage point from which the 
formulation of alternative accounts is possible (Bryman, 1988, p. 77). 
The problem of generalising from unstructured interviews is clearly a difficult one to 
overcome (and is discussed in more detail in Section 10.5) though some- steps have been 
built into the research process proposed for this study to try to counteract these problems. 
For example, the data collected from the interviews can be checked against those 
generated from the larger questionnaire sample. In this way triangulation of data sources 
and methods should help to ensure that there is a degree of rigour in the research process. 
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3.6.2 Strengths of Group Interviews 
Patton note. -,;, that the focus group "is a highly efficient qualitative data-conection 
tec; hnique" (1990, pp. 335-6) and suggests that group interviews, when conducted 
carefully and used appropriately, "promise to provide a rich, new way of gathering 
qualitative evaluation information" (1990, p. 339). The strengths of this technique, 
relatively new to the social sciences and not frequently used to date in educational 
research, stem from the human interaction which is a necessary part of the group dynamics 
that occur hi a group interview or discussion. This section draws upon the literature to 
summarise some. of these advantages. 
Sometimes reference is made to the group interview as a technique that saves time and 
money: "Perhaps the most obvious reason for interviewing in groups is cost and speed" 
(Hedges, 1985, p. 7 1); 'The practical strength of focus groups fies in the fact that they are 
cornparatively easy to conduct. In many circumstances, the research can be done relatively 
cheaply and quickly" (Morgan, 1989, p. 20). It is certainly a quicker way of obtahiing 
information than a series of individual interviews and, superficially at least, a less 
expensive. way because of the reduction in the amount of interviewer time needed. It could 
be. argued though, that very few researchers choose the group interview for either or both 
of these reasons. Usually the reasons for choosing this particular method are to do with 
the flexibility of the technique, the potential richness of the data to be generated, or the 
advantages of group interaction. In any case it could be contended that with the extra 
organisational effort required and with the need, sometimes, for a series of group 
interviews, savings in time and costs are not always evident. 
The. main advantages, as indicated by the following comments from the. literature, arise 
from the group dynamics and the interaction required hi a group interview: 
"The hallmark offocits groups is the explicit use of the group interaction to produce 
data and insights that would be less accessible without the interaction found in a group 
(Morgan, 1988, p. 12). 
"The combined tff. ect of the gi-oup will pi-oduce a ividei- i-ange of infoi-Ination, insight, 
and ideas than itill the cumulation of the t-esponses of a numbei- of- individuals " (Kinnear 
and Tornlon, 1991, p. 384). 
"... the groupfonnat aims to capitalise oil grotq) dynamics i' 11 01-der to throw light oil the 
research topic. Ideas may be generated that would not have occurred to ally olle 
individual" (Walker, 1985b, p. 5). 
"It is the interaction benveen participants that is important, certainly as important as the 
intp-action between interviewer and interviewees " (Watts and Ebbutt, 1987, pp. 25-6). 
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"talking together with other people is stimulating. There is more to react to, morefood 
for thought, more diversity of opinion expressed than in a typical indivi(lual interview" 
(Hedges, 1985, p. 73). 
Group interviews "can exl)ose details about how the particil)ants relate to one another 
and offer some detail on sharedl)ersI)ectives rather than individual views " (Denscombe, 
1995, p. 137). 
"the information, perceptions, opinions, and attitudes expressed by focits group 
participants can yield valuable insights not available fi-om other sources " (Knodel, 1993, 
pp. 43-4). 
"These discussions have the advantage of bringing to the stuface the differences aniong 
the participants and the contradictions itithin and between their replies" (Bryman, 1988, 
pp. 49-50). 
All of these quotations support the view that it is the interaction within a group that is 
important for the. generation of useful and meaningful data. Of course. other research 
methods will involve interaction too, especially participant observation and the individual 
interview, but participant observation has the disadvantage that much of the interaction 
may not be relevant to the. research focus, and one-to-one interviews frequently lack the 
depth and stimulus that a group setting provides. Morgan states: 
One advantage of group interviews is that the participants' interaction among 
themselves replaces their interaction with the interviewer, leading to a greater 
emphasis on participants' points of view... While individual interviewing is also 
interaction, the key point is that focus groups offer a stronger mechanism for 
placing the control over this interaction in the hands of the participants rather than t> I 
the researcher (Morgan, 1988, p. 18). 
Groups are a useful source of data because they provide a social context. Much 
educational experience revolves around groups. With the recent rise in the importance and 
p0cance of group work, team development and interpersonal skills, the group should sip 
be a very familiar social context to students and pupils. As Hedges has noted, "most Z: I 
human problems have a social dimension. People are to be understood partly through the ir 
relationsl-ýps and interactions with others, as well as through their own internal workings 
as individuals" (Hedges, 1985, p. 72). Day and Loewenthal support this view: 
Advantageous from the qualitative and new paradigm positions... groups supply 
a social context, participants being encouraged to take account of other's views 
in forming their responses. This creates a more naturalistic and holistic research 
setting (Day and Loewenthal, 1992, p. 325). 
Sh-nilarly, L&wis makes the point that: 
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Group talk may.. be very natural and less stilted than in individual interviews. A 
strength of this naturalness is that non-responses from one child do not curtail or 
stop the interview. Other children take over and so the flow is sustained. Group 
interviews may also be more productive than individual interviews because when 
one child is speaking, oth& children have 'thinldng time', thus also encouraging 
greater reflectivity in responses (Lewis, 1992, p. 417). 
The fact that group discussions provide a 'naturalistic' social setting, often involving peers 
as discussants, means that they can frequently produce 'rich' data, i. e. responses that are 
more detailed, more personal and more 'realistic' than might have been obtained from 
other situations. While group dynamics can impose certain restrictions, they can also 
provide freedom of expression. In contrast, structured questionnaires, longitudinal surveys 
and even formal interview questions can force respondents' opinions into restricted 
categories and boxes, firniting the depth of response. 
, 
This richness is particularly important if the researcher is tiýying to find a way into the 
respondents' culture or to discover detailed perspectives on an issue. Thus "group 
discussions may provide considerable insight into participant culture" and the accounts 
pToduced will tell us much about "the perspectives and discursive repertoires of those 
being interviewed" (Hamn-Persley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 148). The richness of the data 
cornes partly from the way in which viewpoints can be passed backwards and forwards 
within a group. Opinions can be proposed, challenged, explored, modified, reconsidered 
and abandoned in the light of the comments of other individuals. 
Additionally, group interviews can be used to provide detailed accounts of opinion 
formation as opposed to snapshot images of opinions at a particular moment in time. 
"Focus groups are useful when it comes to investigating what participants think, but they 
excel at uncovering why participants think as they do" (Morgan, 1988, p. 25, his 
ernphases). Individual interviews may also lead to explanations of opinion formation, but 
these explanations will not have had the benefit of immediate feedback and promp ting 
from individuals with similar experiences and attitudes. 
Group discussions provide a creative and stimulating environment and, as suggested 
previously, can be used to generate new ideas or hypotheses (Hedges, 1985, p. 73; 
Morgan, 1988, p. 21). This possibility of stimulating new concepts, ideas a nd lines of 
enquiry derives largely from the. flexible and potentially open nature of group interviews. 
It is a flexible method that encourages an ongoing, iterative relationship between data, 
concepts and theory, suitable, for example, for the generation of grounded theory (see 
Section 4.5). The use of a series of interviews, building on previous secondary and 
stgtistical data, means that details can be checked and explored further. Respondents can 
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be asked to clarify or elaborate on previous conunents or observations. 
Group discussions, by their very nature, can reveal surprising or unexpected elements, 
leading to changes in direction in the research, and this is a key strength: "the value of the 
technique lies in discovering the unexpected which results from a free-flowing group 
discussion" (Kinnear and Ton-don, 1991, p. 380). Research based on ethnographic 
interviews "allows new leads to be followed up or additional data to be gathered in 
response to changes in ideas" (Bryman, 1988, p. 99). 
The iterative nature of the research process means that 'quality controls' can be built 
into the investigation and into the group interview sessions therrLselves. "Focus groups 
also provide quality controls on data collection in that participants tend to provide checks 
and balances on each other that weed out false or extreme views" (Patton, 1990, pp. 335- 
6). This will enhance the reliability of responses (Lewis, 1992, p. 413). 
The group nature of the interview allows for a whole range of opinions to be expressed, 
a greater range than might be experienced with individual interviews: 
Often a major part of our research goal is to learn more about the range of 
opinions or experiences that people have. Focus groups have a strong advantage 
here because the interaction in the group can provide an explicit basis for 
exploring this issue (Morgan and Krueger, 1993, p. 17). 
These, then, are some of the main practical strengths of the group interview technique as 
suggested by the limited, but now expanding, literature on the subject. Some writers, 
though, have gone further than merely listing the practical strengths of the technique. 
Morgan and Krueger (1993), for example, have outlined a number of scenarios where 
focus groups should be considered particularly useftil. These include: 
(1) Situations where there are power differentials. "Thus focus group interviews, when 
conducted in a nonthreatening... environment, are especially useful when working with 
categories of people who have historically had limited power and influence" (1593, p. 15). 
(2) Situations where policy issues are important. Focus groups are useful where there is 
a gap between professionals and their target audiences: "they are a powerful rneans of 
exposing professionals to the reality of the customer, student, or client" (p. 16). 
(3) Situations where complex behaviour needs to be investigated. "By comparing and 
contrasting, [group participants] can become more explicit about their own views... [and] 
aware of things they had not thought about before" (p. 17). 
(4) Situations where afriendly research setting is required. Group interviews tend to 
create an atmosphere of meaningful interaction, sensitivity and respect (Morgan and 
Krueger, 1993, p. 18). 
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Kinnear and Tornlon (1991, pp. 394-5) also outline a host of advantages of group 
interviews, sorne of which go beyond the practical strengths usually emphasised. These 
include synergism, where the combined effects of the group produce more. data than a 
number of individual responses; snowballing, or a 'bandwagon' effect where "a comment 
by* one individual often triggers a chain of responses from the other participants"; 
stimulation, whereby interest in a topic is provoked by group discussion; spontaneity; 
structure (or lack of it, encouraging flexibility) and speed, based on the fact that a number 
of individuals can be interviewed at the same time. 
3.6.3 Conducting Group Interviews 
The literature offers plenty of advice on how to set up and conduct group interviews. The 
size of group recommended ranges from 3 to 15 individuals (Lewis, 1992, p. 41 8) with the 
most popular 'optimal' size, the siie that will be best for maximum interaction, suggested 
a$ between 6 and 8 (Hedges, 1985, p. 76; Walker, 1985b, pp. 5-6; Kinnear and Ton-don, 
1991, p. 382). There seems to be some disagreement on the issue of whether the group 
members should con-& from similar or contrasting backgrounds. Kinnear and Tomlon 
argue that the respondent group should be composed of people with fairly homogeneous 
characteristics (1991, p. 381). Knodel agrees on the basis that it will be easier for 
participants sharing similar key characteristics to identify with each other's experiences 
(1993, p. 40). Others, however, suggest that heterogeneous groups may be more useful 
if a large range of opinions and experiences is required (e. g. Morgan, 1988, p. 48). 
Certainly factors such as sex, race, economic position, and age need to be taken account 
of when the composition of a group is being considered. 
On the desired length of a group interview there is much more agreement, most writers 
suggesting a duration of one to two hours (e. g. Morgan, 1988, pp. 42,55) and some 
specifying one-and-a-half to two hours (e. g. Hedges, 1985, p. 85). The length of the 
interview will also depend upon the number of times the group will meet. Much focus 
group research is based upon only one meeting - but the research scheme used here 
anticipates a series of discussions - this has been referred to as the use of 'multistage' 
groups (Morgan, 1988, p. 74) or 'reconvened' groups (Hedges, 1985, p. 86). Several 
rneetings facilitate comparisons between earlier and later sessions: "as the group members 
get to know each other... a sense of rapport is built. In second and later groups, there is 
much less use for moderator guides... as these groups take on a life of their own" 
(Morgan, 1988, p. 74). Hedges notes that meetings held over a number of weeks will 
produce more interesting information: 'This gives more space for the input of information, 
and the study of the ways attitudes and beliefs evolve" (1985, p. 86). 
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In terms of the content of the interview the facilitator will normally use a 'discussion 
guide'. The aim is to allow respondents as much freedom of expression as possible, but 
at the sarne time to maintain the level of structure that is necessary for research purposes. 
The structure that an interview* guide imposes on discussions "is both valuable in 
channelling the group interaction and in making comparisons across groups in the analysis 
phase of the research" (Morgan, 1988, p. 56). 
The physical setting of the discussion can be extremely important. If possible, it should 
be one which is familiar to the respondents, thus helping to put them at ease for the 
conversations. The room used needs, ideally, to have a degree of informality and the 
ffirniture should be, arranged so that all the participants will feel involved. The facilitator 
should not be in a dominating position. 
Equally finportant is the way in which a group discussion is initiated. The moderator will 
need to make some kind of explanatory statement at the conuriencerrient of the first 
interview. This may be an introduction to the topic in "an honest but fairly general 
fashion" (Morgan, 1988, p. 57) or "a quick, simple, reassuring and convincing explanation 
of what the whole thing is about" (Hedges, 1985, p. 79). This introductory explanation 
may be accompanied by a few requests to respondents about the format of the discussion, 
perhaps emphasising the need for respect for other people's opinions and stressing that 
the researcher wants to hear about a range of different experiences. After this the 
discussion typically begins with each participant in turn making an individual statement. 
This serves as a good 'icebreaker', provides everyone in the group with basic information 
and reference points, and helps with voice identification on the tape recording (Hedges, 
1985, p. 80; Watts and Ebbutt, 1987, p. 30). 
Several writers stress that the early questions and prompts used in the discussion should 
be straightforward and non-controversial, with the more dffficult, potentially awkward 
topics left to the later stages of the interview, or to later sessions if a series of interviews 
is to be. held. The experience, attitudes and skills of the moderator are obviously crucially 
important and can significantly affect the quality and the validity of the data generated. 
The researcher must be genuinely interested in what the respondents have to say and 
should airn "to facilitate the open expression of the informant's perspective on the world" 
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 129). Measor refers to 'listening beyond' and staying 
i critically aware' during interviews: her approach was to be 'neutral but nice' (1985, 
pp. 63-8,74). Hedges advocates an approach of 'passionate neutrality' - involved with the 
group, but at the same th-ne detached from it (1985, p. 82). As with other forms of 
ethnographic research the usual aim is to maintain a more or less marginal position, 
"intellectually poised between farridliarity and strangeness" (Hanu-nersley and Atkinson, 
1995, p. 112). The facilitator "will have to make decisions throughout the interview as to 
whether a given lint of enquiry is proving useful" and sometimes the most exciting 
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findings come from a completely new lead raised by a member of the group (Hedges, 
1985, pp. 77,78). "The interviewer wants to allow free discussion and yet at the same time 
keep the thread moving in a particular direction so that the needs of the research design 
are met" (Watts and Ebbutt, 1987, pp. 28-9). 
A number of writers have made useful, practical suggestions in terms of types of 
questions and verbal devices that can be used to bring out the best in respondents. Two 
examples are the 'grand tour question' which asks respondents to describe a typical day 
or session (Spradlty, 1979, p. 62) and the 'ignorant bystander' question which conveys a 
(feigned or genuine) lack of understanding of the topic raised by the informant, thus 
enCouraging detailed explanatiorrs (e. g. Kinnear and Tomlon, 1991, p. 383). Hedges (1985, 
p. 84) mentions the possibility of lobbing 'verbal hand grenades' into the discussion to 
provoke reactions. Patton stresses the uses of prefatory staterflents, probes and follow up 
questions and notes that praise, reinforcement and feedback art important during the 
discussion (1990, pp. 324-7,329). 
Needless to say a great deal will be going on during the group discussion. This is an the 
more reason why field notes should be written promptly and comprehensively. Field notes 
should be "descriptive, concrete and detailed" and are important because "the observer's 
own experience is a crucial part of the data" (Patton, 1990, p. 241). Hammersley and 
Atkinson also ernphasise the importance of meticulous note-taking - 'if in doubt, write it 
down' - they maintain that "The construction of analytic notes and memos... constitutes 
precisely the sort of internal dialogue, or thinking aloud, that is the essence of reflexive 
ethnography' (1995, pp. 179,191-2). 
While plenty of advice has been offered on how to conduct group interviews, little has 
been written about the analysis of data generated from such discussions (Knodel, 1993, 
p. 42). Numerical descriptions of the data are possible but more usually an ethnographic 
or a qualitative approach is adopted in the coding and analysis stages. There is a 
9 mechanical' or 'functional' aspect to coding which involves the physical organisation of 
the data, and an 'interpretive' aspect, which involves looking at the data in terms of Z-- 
meaning (Hedges, 1985, p. 87; Knodel, 1993, pp. 44-5). 
The interview guide will provide the basis for a topic-by-topic analysis of the 
discussions, but the analysis must also allow for new lines of enquiry. There must also be 
an appropriate balance between direct quotation of the, participants and summaries of their 
discussions (Morgan, 1989, pp. 64,70). With ethnographic research the tendency is to use 
a good range of quotations so as to let the respondents 'speak for themselves'. Qualitative 0 zz 
research is direct and vivid and "Verbatim quotations not only make the report more 
interesting, but often convey the, tone and quality of people's thoughts better than the 
researcher's own descriptions" (Hedges, 1985, p. 90). 
Techniques used during the analysis stage can help to improve the reliability and the 
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validity of the data produced from the group interviews. For example Knodel suggests 
that where multiple groups/interviews are involved the researcher(s) should produce an 
ovei-i, iew grid. The. cells of this grid will contain brief summaries of the discussion as it 
relates to each topic (Knodel, 1993, pp. 47-8). 
From all of this it can be, seen that the researcher needs a considerable range of skins to 
conduct focus group research, but the effort will be worthwhile because the output from 
this method can be extremely relevant and interesting. Providing some of the difficulties 
outlined earlier can be overcome and providing the research design and implementation 
allow as full an expression of student views as possible, group interviews, used flexibly 
and in combination with the other techniques mentioned, may be the best way to find out 
about young people's attitudes to college, work, careers and the future. They may also 
help us to discoverjust how much they really feel in control, as individuals, of this very 
important phase in their lives. 4 
3.7 The Pilot Study 
With these strengths and weaknesses in mind, a pilot study was set up to test the two main 
research instruments - the structured questionnaire and the group interview technique. The 
Eastborough Principal was approached in writing and he, subsequently gave permission 
for a pilot study to be carried out at the college. Through the 'key informant' a meeting 
was arranged with the Head of the Caring Division and she agreed to a two-phase pilot 
study with a Nursery Nursing (NNEB) group (NVQ level 3). 
The questionnaire session took place on a Thursday morning in May, 1994. The 
researcher introduced the questionnaire and explained its purposes and the 13 students in 
the group completed their responses in about thirty minutes. They had few problems with 
this task, though there were two or three requests for clarification of some of the terms 
used in the questionnaire (e. g. 'what are training credits? '). The final question was an 
open one, inviting comments on the questionnaire or the col-lege/course. The responses Z!, t: ý 
to this question were examined carefully since they might have included any criticisms of 
the questionnaire in terms of wording, layout, clarity, etc. In response to this question four 
students made positive comments about the questionnaire - "It was interesting", "I really 
enjoyed it", "Very well worded" and "Good layout of questions"; two students made 
negative comments - "Question 37 is not worded clearly" and "Some questions weren't 
, 
li"; two students made comments about the course/college - "The- course specific enoug 
is very demanding" and "Some of the teachers here seem to have attitude problems... "; 
, 
five respondents made, no comment at all. 
Around this time copies of the questionnaire were also distributed to fellow MPhil/PhD 
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students who made a number of useful and constructive suggestions about the wording 
of some of the questions. 
A provisional analysis of the questionnaire responses was made, though the data 
produced from this pilot study are not included with those from the main sample since the 
questionnaire was adapted for the main survey in the light of comments made both -by the 
college students and by fellow researchers. No major changes were required, but the 
wording of four or five questions which had caused problems was made clearer and there 
were some minor changes in layout. 
The next stage was to carry out a group interview with the same set of students at 
Eastborough College. Relatively small groups were planned for the main fieldwork, but 
it was decided at the pilot stage that it would be useful to set up a discussion with the 
whole group (I I students on the day) since this n-dght highlight some of the problems that 
could occur in managing such a discussion. The. tutor agreed that there should be no 
problem in carrying out a broad ranging, relatively unstructured, discussion with this 
group. The main aim was to try to discover some of the technical, practical, ethical and 
acadernic dffficulties that could arise from the use of group interviews in an educational 
setting, although the substance/content of the discussions would no doubt also be 
interesting and would provide some indications of the appropriateness of the provisional 
topic schedule devised for the seqsion. 
The pilot group inter-view took place on 23rd June, 1994. The session started with the 
students introducing themselves individually, followed by a number of relatively 'neutral' 
fact-fmding questions about the course and the characteristics of the. group. There 
followed a wide-ranging discussion, stimulated by questions about the demands of the 
course, work experience, applying for jobs, employment expectations and levels of 
optimism in relation to employment desires. More than three-quarters of the group 
intended to work as nursery nurses after leaving college. The most interesting discussions 
(and the ones requiring the least input from the facilitator) centred around three issues: 
(1) the role of the College Careers Unit in helping to find suitable courses and employment 
(the students were, on the whole, very positive about this); (2) job prospects in the local 
area (there were iiýxed opinions on this); and (3) the perceived low status of the nursery 
nurse. The latter topic attracted much comment - the students felt strongly that they were 
sometimes seen as mere 'welfare assistants' by people who should have known better. The 
following extracts illustrate how animated the discussion was: 
Pam: It's hard work. It's very hard work, which people don't really appreciate. They say 
4you've only been with some children all day', but it's hard work dealing with children. 
You don't do it for the money, no-one does it for the money.. 
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Lin(la: ... It's mentally 
hard as well. You have to be so aware, all the time, of everything 
that is going on around. You can't switch off, apart firom when they go home at lunch- 
time, you cannot switch off, not for one second... 
Pam: People seem to think that NNEB is like a welfare assistant, you know, you get the 
ladies that go into school and like sort of tidy up and do a little bit of reading; they don't 
know what the NNEB actuaUy has to do. They don't know that we have to learn about 
how they grow and what different stages they go through. 
Lintla: Half the teachers don't know what we have to learn [this is a reference to college 
tutors who teach subjects other than NNEB/Child Care]... 
Pam: ... Actually the teachers, the teachers don't know what NNEB students do... the 
course is more about child development, psychology, Piaget and that kind of thing... We'd 
like to be more valued. 
In this group discussion 'Pam' may come across as a 'dominant individual', shaping the 
discussion along her own lines of thought. However, the atmosphere of the group 
suggested that this was not the case. Pam was particularly articulate and the (non-verbal 
as well as verbal) indications were that the majority, if not all of, the group agreed with 
what she was saying. Pam was in fact acting as a kind of catalyst, stimulating &cussion 
and acting as a spokesperson for the group. This extract also illustrates how in the later 
stages of the group interview a particularly significant discussion, based on students' 
strength of feeling, developed. Although the early stages of the interview were difficult, 
the ice was soon broken, and it was pleasing that the students felt able to raise criticisms 
of the course, and feelings of being occupationally undervalued in a fairly uninhibited way. 
liyu-nediately after the session detailed field notes were made about the experience of 
conducting a group interview and the pilot study was evaluated both 'in the field' and in 
periods of reflection back at the university. A list of difficulties and strengths was drawn 
up in the light of the experience (see Sections 3.6.1 and 3.6.2). To complete ýhe whole 
process the interview transcript was analysed carefully and, as pron-dsed, generalised 
feedback was sent to the course tutor. 
Feedback was useful in helping to maintain good relations with the tutors and showed 
that there may be some benefits from the research for tutors and for the college generally. 
The feedback process also helped to confirm the cyclical nature of this research - the 
questionnaire generated information that was useful in the interviews - the interviews 
generated useful concepts and themes that could be referred back to the students at a later 
date - and so on. In summary, the pilot study assisted as an evaluation of the method used, 
but also provided valuable experience in the use of the technique and helped to shape 
more firmly the research process *as an overall scheme of action. 
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ý'bapter Four - Research Methods Literature 
4.1 Introduction 
Four broad areas of discussion within the research methods literature have helped to 
infonn the design of this study: 
Discussions on the diffierences and similarities between quantitative and qualitative 
techniques, especially arguments in favour of combining these two 'paradigms' in 
a multi-method approach. 
The literature on ethnography as a research technique capable of discovering and 
describing the 'lived realities' of people's everyday lives. 
(3) The (rather lirnited) literature on group interviews or 'focus groups'. 
(4) Writings on the relationships between data collection, data analysis and the 
development of theory from data, particularly the notion of grounded theory as 
developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967). 
This chapter outlines the ways in which these elements of the literature have influenced 
the research design incorporated into the present study. 
4.2 Pragmatism and Triangulation 
A multi-method approach to the study of young people was used in both the Anglo- 
Gen-nan Studies and in the ESRC 16-19 Initiative. It will be argued that such a pragmatic 
approach is also appropriate for the present study, given its research aims. One particular 
advantage, worth reiterating, is the prospect of combining quantitative information (from 
the questionnaire) with qualitative findings (froffi the group interviews). The two 
strategies complement each other well, especially as the interview respondents will be a 
sub-sarnple of the larger questionnaire sample. 
There are also important elements in the research methods literature which support this 
multi-i-nethod approach. A strong case for combhag research paradigms is made, for 
example, by Bryman in his book Quantity and Quality in Social Research (1988). He 
outlines the essential characteristics of the two main research traditions and suggests that 
the differences between the two have been exaggerated. It is incorrect to view these 
paradigms as 'mutually antagonistic' or as 'mutually exclusive' types of research process 
(Bryman, 1988, pp. 93,105). 
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The rather partisan, either/or tenor of the debate about quantitative and qualitative 
research may appear somewhat bizarre to an outsider, for whom the obvious way 
forward is likely to be a fusion of the two approaches so that their respective 
strengths may be reaped (Bryman, 1988, p. 127). 
Bryman argues that the two traditions should be used in tandem - when these traditions 
are jointly pursued "much more complete accounts of social reality can ensue" (1988, 
pp. 125-6). Also, in combining the two traditions, "the researcher's claims for the validity 
of his or hei conclusions are enhanced if they can be shown to provide mutual 
confirmation" (p. 13 1). 
Bryrnan notes how many researchers rely pron-driently on a method associated with one 
of the maJoT research traditions, but 'buttress their findings' with a method taken from the 
other tradition (p. 128). This is true of the way in which the (qualitative) group interview 
data will be supported (or refuted) by the (quantitative) statistical data from the 
questionnaire survey in the present study. Often qualitative research is carried out first and 
this facilitates quantitative research by, for example, acting 'as a source of hunches or 
hypotheses' (Bryman, 1988, p. 134). A less common scenario is the use of quantitative 
research followed by a qualitative phase (as proposed here), however such an approach 
can be useful because "the initial quantitative research allows a 'mapping' of the issue to 
be addressed and also provides the basis for the selection of comparison groups for in- 
depth qualitative interviewing" (Bryman, 1988, p. 137). Walker supports this point: "a 
survey provides a context for qualitative work which in turn permits commentary on the 
findings of the survey... " (I 985b, p. 16). More generally, qualitative research can be used 
to 'interpret, illuminate, illustrate and qualify' statistical findings (Walker, 1985b, p. 22). 
This appropriately sums up the approach to be. used in the present study, though perhaps 
it should be stressed that quantitative data and qualitative data will be used to reinforce 
(or to challenge) ideas, findings and theories developed throughout the study. Although 
the questionnaire phase will be largely completed before the group interviews the use and 
analysis of both types of data will be on going throughout the research process. The 
questionnaire data will provide sorne issues for explbration in the group interviews: "tht 
qualitative research allows the investigator to flesh out the meaning of findings established 
through quantitative methods" (Bryman, 1988, p. 147). Additionally, the questionnaire 
sample will constitute, a frame from which the interview sample will be randomly selected. 
Also the questionnaire data will frequently be referred to aftei- the interview data have 
been collected, for example, to see if what an individual has said in an interview is 
representative of the views of the college sample as a whole: "The survey data sit side-by- 
side with the ethnographic data as indications of the ways in which subjects think and feel" 
(Bryman, 1989, p. 140). 
Glaser and Strauss, who are mainly concerned with the generation of theory from data 
Icollection and coding, would support this mixed methods approach. They argue that the 
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distinction between qualitative and quantitative data is 'useless' for the generation of 
theory (1967, p. 9). They take the position that "there is no fundamental clash between the 
purposes and capacities of qualitative and quantitative methods or data" (1967, p. 17). 
Different kinds of data, or slices of data, provide different views or vantage points from 
which to develop and understand theoretical categories (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 65). 
Patton, in an influential book on Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods, also 
calls for a combining of paradigms. He refers to the quantitative paradigm as 'logical 
positivism' and to the qualitative paradigm as based on 'phenomenological inquiry'. He 
argues that "pragmatic blinders constrain methodological flexibility and creativity.. I am 
not an advocate of one paradigm versus the other paradigm... I prefer pragmatisrn... to 
one-sided paradigm allegiance" (Patton, 1990, pp. 37-8). He favours a 'paradigm of 
choices', arguing that 'methodological appropriateness' is the primary criterion for 
judging methodological quality (1990, p. 39). 
'A word of warning may be necessary here because there are some difficulties with a 
pragmatic *or a 'methodologically ecumenical' strategy (Bryman, 1988, p. 155). These 
include the requirements on the researcher(s), in terms of both time and effort, to prepare 
the various research strategies and to deal with their collection and interpretation. A good 
deal of skill, not to mention stamina and determination, is required where a combination 
of research methodologies and data types is used on a significant scale. An additional 
problem concerns the possible incompatibility of research approaches. Patton, following 
Ouba and Lincoln (1988), has noted that sometimes "the internal consistency and logic 
of each approach, or paradigm, mitigates against methodological mixing of different 
inquiry modes and data collection strategies.. -. " (Patton, 1990, p. 193). There may also be 
problems where quantitative and -qualitative techniques used to research the same issue 
or topic of study produce contradictory findings. 
. 
WIfflst it must be acknowledged that each method may have its own 'internal 
consistency' it must be reiterated that both Bryman and Patton favour multi-method or 
pragmatic research designs. Their view is supported by Harnmersley who calls for a 
'deconstruction' of the quantitative-qualitative divide. He argues that now that qualitative 
research methods are widely accepted there is a situation not of paradigm-conflict but of 
methodological detente (Hammersley, 1992, p. 1). He deconstructs the quantitative and 
qualitative paradigms by dividing them into their various component parts and showing 
that there is now a great deal of variety in social research: "this diversity cannot be 
encapsulated within two (or for that matter, three, four or more) paradigms" 
(Hairu-nerslty, 1992, p. 160). Echoing the previous comments quoted from Bryman and 
Patton, Hammersley argues that: 
I 
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we must not see research methodology in terms of competing traditions, but rather 
as involving a complex of assumptions and arguments... and a range of strategies 
and techniques that have advantages and disadvantages for particular goals in 
particular circumstances (Hanu-nersley, 1992, p. 197). 
Hammersley provides an interesting and appropriate analogy to illustrate the range of 
options facing the pragmatic researcher. Diversity in research positions means: 
that in doing research we are not only faced with a fork in the road, with two well- 
defined alternative routes between what to choose. The research process is more 
like finding one's way through a maze. And it is a rather badly kept and complex 
maze... (Hammersley, 1992, pp. 183-4). 
The pragmatic researcher has important decisions to make at the planning stage of the 
-research process, but, as suggested_ by Hammersley's 'maze analogy', the decisions do not 
end there. Further options need to be considered during the data collection and analysis 
phases. This is why "research design should be a reflexive process which operates 
throughout every stage of a project" (Hanu-nersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 24). 
This use of a multi-method strategy places considerable demands on the researcher, but 
it should be stressed that such an approach can have considerable advantages over a single 
method approach. Perhaps the most obvious of these advantages is the possibility of 
triangulation. The notion of 'triangulation' is now widely used in social and educational 
research: it is "a powerful solution to the problem of relying too much on any single data 
source or method" (Patton, 1990, p. 193). According to Denzin there are at least four 
basic types of triangulation: data triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory 
triangulation and methodological triangulation (Denzin, 1978, pp. 294-304; see also 
Patton, 1990, p. 187; Walker, 1985b, p. 15). Data triangulation and methodological 
triangulation have been adopted in the present study. Methodological triangulation occurs 
through the use of the (mainly quantitative) questionnaire survey and the (mainly 
qualitative) group interviews. Data triangulation occurs via the two different types of data 
-enerated by these distinct techniques. Existing information, in the form of documentation 
frorn the two FE colleges, provides an additional, mainly official, source of data. 
4.3 Derining and Using Etbnogmphy 
Since the main method proposed in this study is the 'ethnographic group interview' it is 
necessary to say something about what is meant by the term ethnography and, more 
generally, by 'qualitative research. This section uses the research methods literature to 1ý 
outline some of the relevant characteristics and forms of ethnography, along with its main 
advantages and disadvantages, as they relate to the present study. 
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Throughout this thesis the term ethnography wifl be used in its broadest sense, rather 
in the way that HammersleY and Atl, -. inson use it: 
... we shall interpret the term 'ethnography' in. a liberal way, not worrying much 
about what does and does not count as examples of it. We see the term as 
referring primarily to a particular method or set of methods. In its most 
characteristic fon-n it involves the ethnographer participating, overtly or covertly, 
in people's daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, 
listening to what is said, asking questions - in fact, collectin whatever data are 19 
available, to throw fight on the issues that are the focus of the research 
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 1). 
In some respects the research strategy proposed in the present project is not technically 
'ethnographic' in the sense that the researcher is not going to 'five the lives' of the 
students featured over a long period of time. However, if 'ethnography' is given a liberal 
interpretation and involves 'coRecting whatever data are available', then there are several 
ways in which the term can be applied to the present study. Firstly, it proposes a kind of 
immersion into college life, taking information from official, tutorial and student sources 
and perspectives. Secondly, although the project has a limited timescale, many full day 
visits to the colleges are planned so that the flavour, atmosphere and ethos of day-to-day 
life in the college settings can be experienced. Last but not least, the. aim is to build up a 
'research relationship' and a rapport with the students featured in the group interviews. 
As Measor suggests, "the quality of the data is dependent on the quality of the relationship 
you build up with the people being interviewed" (1985, p. 57). 
These student respondents and the researcher will have met on several occasions over 
a period of many months, including the provisional visits to the. college, the questionnaire 
administration phase and at least three group interviews. By the end of the fieldwork 
phases these respondents will have filled in a detailed questionnaire on their vocational 
aspiration,:, and experiences of college life and will have spent at least three hours (as part 
of a small group) hi conversation with the researcher. This is considerably more contact 
than can be expected frorn one large-scale survey or from a brief, single, one-to-one 
formal interview. It is for this reason that these sessions have been called ethnogral)hic 
groiq) intei-views - they are part of a detailed process of collecting a mass of data which 
should provide a fairly broad picture of the day-to-day experiences and the 'lived realities' 
of these students. It is in this way that the subjective experiences of the. students will be 
articulated and then considered in relation to the theoretical developments in the youth 
transitions literature outlined in Chapter 2. 
The project will be innovative in the sense that it aims to use an ethnographic approach 
to map out young people's feelings of control in the context of vocationally orientated 
cotirses in two FE colleges in contrasting economic settings. There have been very few 
ethnographies of students in further education settings (the exceptions to this comment 
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are discussed hi Section 10.3). 
According to Bryman, quafitative research "seeks to describe and analyse the culture I 
and behaviour of humans and their groups from the point of view of those being studied" 
, 
(Bryman, 1988, p. 46). Similarly, according to Spradicy, the aim of ethno, phy t gra s "to 
apprehend the world from the viewpoint of other human beings who Eve b different C. 1ý y 
meaning systems" (Spradley, 1979, p. v). For Walker, this capacity of quafitative research 
to reach into subjective viewpoints makes it important in its own right - quaEtative 
research reaches parts that other techniques do not (Walker, 1985b, p. 18). Patton, who 
also emphasises the importance of the actor's perspective, goes further than this, 
suggesting that qualitative inquiry is both a science and an art: "The scientific part is 
systematic, analytically vigorous, disciplined, and critical in perspective. The artLstic part 
is exploring, playful, metaphorical, insightful and creative" (Patton, 1990, p. 433). In ZD 
relation to the present study it is probably true to say that, in these terms, the 
questionnaire phase will be mainly 'scientific' and the group interviews will require more 
'artistry' and 'creativity'. The processes of data analysis and writing up the research 
findings will require both discipline and creativity. 
Bryman (1988) outlines the four main characteristics of qualitative research as follows: 
(1) 'SEEING THROUGH THE EYES OF' - "The most fundamental characteristic of 
qualitative research is its express commitment to viewing events, actions, norms, values, 
etc. from the perspective of the people who are being studied" (p. 61). 
(2) DESCRIPTION - To provide 'detailed descriptions' of the social settings investigated 
(p. 63). 
(3) FLEXIBILITY AND LACK OF STRUCTURE - Qualitative researchers avoid "the 
imposition of prior and inappropriate frames of reference on the people they study" 
(pp. 66-7). 
(4) THEORY AND CONCEPTS - Qualitative researchers "favour an approach in which 
the formulation and testing of theories and concepts proceeds in tandem with data 
collection" (p. 68). 
The present research project encompasses most of these characteristics. ks stated 
previously, the aim is to look at processes of transition fi-orn the point of view of the 
students themselves; another aim is to use several different data sources, to describe in 
detail the college settings and the experiences of these students; thirdly, although the 
research design has a structured framework, flexibility is built into the framework in the 
forrn of unstructured group interviews and the potential interplay between quantitative and 
qualitative data; finally, although prior concepts are clearly being utifised (particularly 
notions of 'structure' and 'agency') these will be developed and formulated, along with 
new, emergent, concepts, into a theoretical framework as data collection and -analysis :1 
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proceed. 
The con-unon theme in all the above definitions of qualitative research or ethnography 
seems to be the central place giveh to the 'actor's perspective'. This commitment to the 
respondent's viewpoint is to a large extent taken from phenomenology. Phenomenologists 
ask questions such as 'what is the essence of people's experiences of a phenomenon? ' and 
contend that "any attempt to understand social reality must be grounded in people's 
experience of that social reality.. Social action must be exan-dned by the social scientist 
in terms of the actor's own interpretation of his or her action and its motivational 
background" (Patton, 1990, p. 76; Bryman, 1988, pp. 52-3). 
Another central characteristic of qualitative research/ethnography seems to be the 
emphasis on the role of the researcher. The researcher is not taking an objective, 
4scientific' stance, but is actively involved in the research process, whether this be through 
interviews, or overt or covert participation. In ethnographic studies the researcher "is the 
research instrument par excellence" (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 19, their 
emphasis). 
. 
Of course the actual role taken by the researcher depends upon the type of ethnography 
being undertaken. Despite the common themes mentioned above, it is now widely 
r6cognised that there are a number of different types of ethnographic study. Bryman, for 
example, describes Blitzkrieg ethnography where the qualitative researcher visits briefly 
a number of different sites or settings (1988, pp. 129-30). Harnmersley has described 
Pýractitioner ethnography (1992, Ch. 8) where research takes place 'in the job' (e. g in 
nursing or teaching), and Critical ethnography which 'reconstructs' conventional 
ethnography and brings about human emancipation (Hammersley, 1992, Ch. 6). This latter 
approach criticises conventional ethnography because it "neglects the constraints on the 
people studied, who are portrayed as shaply exercising their freedon-L.. there is a failure 
to identify the macro-social structural determinants of people's behaviour" (Hammersley, 
1992, p. 99). Harnmersley and Atkinson have also noted the rise of Interventionist 
ethnography (1995, p. 16) where the researcher may intervene in the light of the 
respondents' social structural circumstances. 
These latter forms of ethnography can be linked with the contrast made by Lutz between 
niacro and micro ethnography. He argues that ethnographic work in education 
unfortunately tends towards "Face-to-face analysis of social interaction or micro- 
ethtwgraphy, as contrasted with the broader notions of ethnography as usually applied in 
the field of social or cultural anthropology" (Lutz, 1986, p. 109). It is essential, for Lutz, 
that we should go beyond the narrow focus of i-nicro-ethnography: 
Behaviour in a classroom cannot be understood apart from the influences of 
smaller peer groups, the larger school, and the total school district-corru-nunity.. 
therefore, it is argued that the narrower ethnographic approach to the study of 
education is less satisfactory than 'holistic' ethnography (Lutz, 1986, pp. 115-6). 
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The present study, with its emphasis on the links between structure and agency and the 
use of different dimensions of policy (espoused, enacted and experienced) is, in a sense, 
utilising both micro and macro forms of ethnography. The face-to-face relationships of the 
student samples are clearly important and will influence and feature in the group 
discussions, but at the same time considerations of national and local educational and 
employment structures should ensure that the influences of macro factors are included. 
The combining of methods and the use of both micro and macro forms of ethnography 
give the research design considerable strength, though there are of course also dangers 
in the use of ethnography. Hammersley, despite having used ethnographic techniques in 
his own studies and writing extensively about such approaches, has come to the 
conclusion that ethnography is "no longer... a useful category with which to think about 
social research methodology" (Hamrriersley, 1992, p. 203). He argues that there are now 
two main challenges to the use of ethnography. The first of these concerns the issue of 
representation - to what degree can ethnographic accounts legitimately claim to represent 
social reality! The second challenge comes from the criticism that ethnography has failed 
to contribute to practice and policy (Hammersley, 1992, p. 2). 
Both of these criticisms need to be considered seriously by researchers using 
ethnography. The problem of a lack of representativeness or the dffficulty of generalising 
from limited ethnographic projects or 'case studies' is one of the most common criticisms 
made of ethnographic and qualitative research. There are, however, ways in which the 
generality and representativeness of ethnographic studies can be improved and writers on 
methodology have recently been giving consideration to these techniques (see, for 
example, Schofield, 1993). The preýsent study attempts to deal with this problem by setting 
out My the contexts of the two colleges studied and by explaining at each stage how the 
study of these particular sites, courses and groups of students may contribute to our 
general knowledge about the impact of 'new vocational' courses and students' feelings 
of control over this form of transition into work or higher education. If the Westdown 
students, on vocationally-orientated courses in fullflow and about to enter a. relatively 
buoyant local labour market, are experiencing difficulties and discontents, then it is 
reasonably safe to assume that students in other parts of Britain will also be experiencing 
problems. (The issue of representativeness and the general validity of findings from 
student samples in two geographical settings is considered further in Section 10.5). 
Hammersley's criticism that ethnographic research is often divorced from policy and 
practice also needs to be taken seriously. Certainly much previous ethnographic work 
seems to have taken place in a policy vacuum and there are deliberate attempts within the 
present project totry to counteract such tendencies, particularly in Chapter II where the 
practical and policy implications of the study's findings for various groups of people, from 
, the young people. through to national policy-makers, are 
discussed in detail. These 
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implications are presented hi the light of the suggestion that 'Vhat qualitative research 
can offer the policy maker is a theory of social action grounded on the experiences - the 
world view - of those likely to be affected by a policy decision or thought to be part of the 
probh, m" (Walker, 1985b, p. 19). Finch (1988) has cogently argued that ethnography need 
not be divorced from policy-making - indeed, the technique has spQcial qualities which 
make it very appropriate in terms of contributions to the formulation and reformulation 
of social and educational policy. In a consideration of policy relating to 14-19 education 
she. argues that "certain questions which are crucial to policy-making simply cannot be 
answered by quantitative data but could be answered by good ethnographic, and other 4: 1 
qualitative, methods of study" (Finch, 1988, pp. 187-8). Three reasons are given for the 
usefulness of ethnographic work over quantitative data in terms of policy evaluation and Z:: ý 
development (Finch, 1988, pp. 188-90): 
Ethnography shows 'how much change actually occurs in practice': "To put it 
more graphically, does a particular policy initiative lead to substantive change, or 
merely a change of labels? "; 
Ethnography can identify the, 'unintended consequences' of policy initiatives; 
(3) Ethnography can expose 'the contradictions in policy' which are apparent when 
it is implemented. Ethnography "... makes visible the tensions, contradictions and I incompatible, aims which are often encompassed in the policies themselves". 
These comments are very helpful and important in the light of the aims at the heart of the 
present project. The impact of new vocational courses on young people's feelings of 
control and independence is an area where all of these strengths of ethnographic work can 
be applied. It has frequently been argued, for example, that often the labels relating to 
vocational training (e. g YOP, YTS, ET) have been changed while the substance of the 
government's approach has remained much the same. Revelations of young people's 
experiences based oil ethnographic discussions should help to confirm (or deny) whether 
actual policy change has occurred. 
Additionally ethnographic work may reveal the 'unintended consequences' of VET 
schemes and Harnmersley himself has noted how ethnography "allows the discovery of z: 1 
unanticipated aspects of the policy process and investigation of how policies are actually 
implemented" (1992, p. 125). For example, Shilling, investigating the. impact of a Schools 
Vocational Programme (SVP) on a group of students in 'Stonegate School' in the South 
of England, found that by the end of a programme oil 'Factories and Industry' a majority 
of his student group had rejected the values of the. course and "no lopger wanted to work 
in any large factory" (Shilling, 1988, p. 106). This outcome, Of COUrse, was exactly the 
opposite of that which the course designers/policy-mak-ers had intended and, interestinaly, 
Shilling suggests thatit occurred because students can actively interpret vocational z: 1 
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courses: "Students are not passive agents who can be formed malleably by the official 
values contained within such courses as 'Factories and Industry ...... (1988, p. 106). The 
fact that by the end of the course the majority of students were less likely to want to work 
in industry "illustrates some of the unintended consequences of vocational courses which 
operate within capitalis-t society" (Shilling, 1988, p. 107). It is to be hoped that the group 
discussions with Westdown and Eastborough students may reveal some unintended 
consequences of VET policies: the distinction between policy as espoused and policy as 
experienced should assist this process. 
Finch's third point, concerning contradictions in policy, is also very relevant to the 
present study: by placing student viewpoints at the heart of the discussion it is anticipated 
that some of the contradictions that exist between policy as espoused, policy as enacted 
and policy as experienced will be revealed. This is a particularly important aim given that 
a frequent criticism of government policy on VET is that it lacks coherence, partly 
because it has been devised and implemented by a variety of bodies and organisations, 
each with different aims, and interests, and partly because of the speed at which some VET 
reforms have been implemented. 
The distinction between official policy and policy as experienced 'at the grassroots', 
along with the potential of ethnographic studies to unlock these dMring interpretations, 
is elaborated by Walford, Purvis and Pollard (1988). They argue that ethnography allows 
depth of understanding because of its emphasis on subjects' lives 'in the round'. This 
enables it to "provide insights into the effect of policies as they are interpreted by those 
involved and as they become the subject of varying degrees of resistance, accommodation 
or acceptance" (Walford, Purvis and Pollard, 1988, p. 4). These writers conclude with the 
comment that: 
... those 
involved in the implementation of policy at the micro level are not simply 
passive receptors but interpreters of policy in the light of their own situations and 
histories. Ethnographic studies... can show that there may well be conflicts 
between the official rhetoric at the macro level and the reality at the grassroots 
(Walford, Purvis and Pollard, 1988, pp. 12-13). 
This potential to reveal conflict, contradictions and tensions in policy implementation, 
however, is not the only advantage of an ethnographic approach. There are several other 
reasons why ethnography is a suitable technique for the study of educational experiences. 
Finch lists some of t"hese as follows: 
- Ethnographic studies can provide descriptive detail about a particular setting; 4: ý 
- data are derived from natural settings rather than from 'artificially constructed' settings; 
- ethnographic approaches "facifitate study of situations in the round, reflecting the 
complexity of the total setting... "; 
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Ethnographic studies can move beyond outcomes and fiwits uj)on In-ocesses; 
An ethnography can study processes and interactions over a long I)eHod of thne (Finch, 
1988, p. 188, uny emphases). 
For all of these reasons, a (broadly-defined) ethnographic approach has been utilised in 
the present study. Whilst such a strategy, it must be acknowledged, has a number of 
possible weaknesses, it also has numerous strengths which make it particularly appropriate 
as an approach to the study of young people's feelings of control in school to work 
transitions. 
4.4 Focus Groups and Group Interviews 
As indicated in the previous chapter (Section 3.6) the research methods literature provides 
some guidance on how to use group interviews and what the strengths and limitations of 
the technique are. However, finding material on focus groups and group interviews was 
a difficult task. A survey of the, literature revealed, firstly, that there has been very limited 
discussion of the. group interview as a research technique and, secondly, that very few 
examples of the use ofthe technique in educational research can be found. 
Many methods texts do not mention group interviews at all, frequently concentrating 
upon one-to-one interviews, whether these be of a structured or an unstructured kind. 
Thus Denscombe. comments: 
... group interviewing has tended to be something of an afterthought so far as 
textbooks on research methodology are concerned... Group interviews, if they are 
mentioned at all, tend to be regarded as an extension of the one. to one interview 
situation. Only occasionally do group interviews receive specific attention in terms 
of their distinct characteristics... (Denscombe, 1995, p. 136). 
Even those texts that do mention group interviews often only make a fleeting reference 
to the method. For example, Cohen and Manion, hi their otherwise comprehensive 
Research Methods in Education, devote less than a page to Cgroup interviewing (1994, 
p. 287), though they do provide some useful follow-up references. Patton in a 92-page 
chapter on 'Qualitative Interviewing' includes a two page section on 'Focus Group 
Interviews' (1990, Ch. 7, pp. 335-7) but tends to discuss these in a non-educational, market 
research type context. I-ewis, who has used and researched this technique, in 1994 knew 
of no other detailed references apart from the few mentioned in her article. concerning the 
views of primary school children (Lewis, 1992,1994). 
This lack of detail in accounts of group interviewing as a qualitative research technique 
and the scarcit of its use in educational contexts are surprising given the significance of y Z= 
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'talk' in classroom and college situations and given the importance of groups and group 
work in educational contexts. Thus: "ClassroonLs are largely conducted through talk. Talk 
is the medium through-which classroom life, teaching, learning, being a teacher or a pupil 
are accomplished... " (Hustler and Payne, 1985, p. 268). "Falk forms a key element in 
social and educational research where investigators collect, analyse and report the 
conversations they have conducted... " (Burgess, 1988, p. 137). Much educational 
experience involves verbal interaction and working with others, whether they be teachers 
or pupils, tutors or students. With the rise of learner centred education, group discussions 
are now much more common in school and colle e settin-s than ever they were before. 
This was a primary reason for the choice of the group interview as a suitable technique 
for the present study. Student perspectives on vocational further education have been 
under-represented and the group discussion seems to be an innovative and appropriate 
way of redressing the balance. Students will be more likely to articulate their viewpoints 
in familiar surroundings and with their peers around them. 
A number of terms have been used to describe the group interview, including 'focus 4. ý 
Cr -ws'. More detailed descriptions include the groups' and 'ethnographic group intervit 
following: 
a particulay: kin(I of speech event (Spradley, 1979, p. 55) 
a steered conversation (Hedges, 1985, p. 78) 
a group conversational encounter ivith a research purpose (Lewis, 1992, p. 413) 
a conversation ivith a puipose or a controlled conversation (Saran, 1985, p. 22 1) 
a loosely structured intei-view conducted by a trained moderator among a small 
number of respondents simultaneously (Kinnear and Tomlon, 199 1, p. 380) 
a [group] conversation initiated by an interviewerfor the specific pulpose of 
obtaining research relevant information (Watts and Ebbutt, 1987, p. 25) 
The idea of the ethnographic group interview as a type of 'controlled' conversation is one 
tlicine that has been emphasised in the literature on qualitative interviewing. Hararners1c Z; y 
and Atkinson note that "ethnographic interviews are closer in character to conversations 
than are survey interviews... However, they are never simply conversations, because the 
ethnographer has a research agenda and must retain some control over the proceedings" 
(1995, P. 152). Similarly, Spradley suggests that "It is best to think of ethnographic 
interviews as a series of friendly conversations into which the researcher slowly introduces 
new elements to assist informants to respond as informants" (1979, pp. 58-9). 
Sometimes the differences between a 'focus group' and a 'group interview' are 
emphasised, but more often the terms are used interchangeably. Patton comments that 
Focus group interviews involve conducting open-ended interviews with groups of five 
to eight people on specially targeted or focused issues" (1990, p. 173). This type of 
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interview was developed in marketing research in recognition of the, fact that "many of the 
consumer decisions that people make are made in a social context, often growing out of 
discussions with other people" (Patton, 1990, p. 335). 
One of the difficulties for contemporary 'moderators' is that the history of the focus 
tyroup/group interview is very much embedded in (mainly American) marketing research, 
even though its origins may actually be in sociology (Morgan, 1988, p. 10), and market 
researchers will not ask the same types of questions as educational or social researchers 
(Morgan and Krueger, 1993, p. 3). 
Morgan's claims that focus groups are 'underdeveloped' in the social sciences and that 
44 there is very little in the way of received wisdom in the area of social science focus 
groups" (1988, pp. 12,14) are supported by the fact that the technique has rarely been 
used hi educational contexts. An extensive search of the literature has revealed only a 
handful of studies of British education using group interview methods, and none applied 
specifically to a post- 16 ftirther education context. The small number of studies that have 
been carried out, however, do provide some useful guidance in. the light of the experience 
of conducting group interviews in an educational environment: It, 
(1) Watts and Ebbutt in 'More than the Sum of the Parts: Research Methods in Group 
Interviewing' (1987) describe their use of the technique with sixth formers to try to find 
out more about students' perceptions of science education from the ages of II to 16. 
(2) Day and Loewenthal provide an account of 'The Use of Group Discussions in 
Marketing Library Services to Young Adults' (1992). This involved a series of open 
group discussions to explore the attitudes of young adults towards public library services 
in the London Borough of Eating (Day and Loewenthal, 1992, pp. 324-5). 
(3) Lewis did much to stimulate recent interest in group interviews through her paper 
'Group Child Interviews as a Research Tool' (1992). Her study showed that the technique 
can be used to draw out childrens' points of view even at primary school level: group 
interviews were "a viable and useful technique with that age group" (Lewis, 1992, p. 413). 
(4) In 'Explorations in Group interviews: An Evaluation of a Reflexive and Partisan 
Approach' (1995) Densconibe reports on a study by Bennett into the attitudes towards 
the promotion of dance education of 14 to 16-year-old children in three. Leicestershire 
schools. The technique was innovative because it sought to use the reflexive features of 
group dynamics and to empower the research subjects (Denscombe, 1995, pp. 131,133, 
138). 
It can be argued that all of these studies are 'innovative' or even 'radical' in terms of their 
methodological approach, Group interviews were used for a particular reason, mainly to 
do with facilitating expressions of the research subjects' points of view. In this way the 
teohnique accords with other new types of methodology sometimes linked with "post- 
modernist, feminist, and anti-racist critiques of the traditional research paradi-m7' 
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(Denscombe, 1995, p. 139). Thus, although group interviews have only rarely been used 
in educational contexts, they do seem to have enormous potential in terms of a capacity 
to unlock respondents' points of view and consequently to assist in making practical and 
relevant improvements in educational policy: "The future development of focus groups 4. ý 
in the social sciences offers many opportunities, thanks to the newness of the technique" 
(Morgan, 1988, p. 71). 
4,5 Theory, Method and Data Collection 
A fourth way in which the present study has been sig , nificantly 
influenced by ideas from ýD 
the, research methods literature is associated with the notion of an ongoing (or 'iterative') 
research process involvinU 1=0 at all stages, 
data collection, data analysis and the development 
. 
of theory from data. Particularly influential here was the, idea of grouncled theoly as 
developed and elaborated by Glaser and Strauss (1967). 
The use of g-rounded theory seems to 
be. 'fashionable' in qualitative research at the 
present time, though the way in which it is used does not always strictly accord with 
Glaser and Strauss's conception of how such theory should be developed. Basically, 
grounded theory is "the discovery of theory from data systematically obtained from social 
research" (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 2). In other words the theory is grounded in the 
social research itself, it is generated by and from the data. It should be stressed that 
although this research has to be systematic it does not have to be planned in advance: 
Beyond the decisions concerning initial collection of data, further collection 
cannot be. planned in advance of the emerging theory... The emerging theory 
points to the next steps - the sociologist does not know them until he is guided by 
emerging gaps in his theory and by research questions suggested by previous 
answers (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 47). 
The research should generate insights and part of the sociologist'S job "is to transform Z- ZD , 
insights into relevant categories, properties and hypotheses" ( 1967, p. 254). Relating this 
idea to the present research strategy, it can be seen that much of the process of data 
collection, i. e. questionnaire surveys followed by group interviews, has been lVallned, but 
within this framework flexibility and the iterative aspects of the research process have 
been emphasised. The nature and content of the group discussions will partly depend upon 
the content of previous group interviews and of the questionnaire data. Concepts that 
emerge from earlier parts of the research process can be explored and elaborated in later 
, crroup 
discussions (for an example of how this was done see Section 10.4). 
1 Burgess notes that all the methods associated with qualitative research are flexible and 
that "a rigid framework in which to operate is not required. Researchers can therefore 
formulate and reformulate their work... and may modify concepts as the collection and 
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analysis of data proceeds... " (Burgess, 1985c, p. 8). A further characteristic of qualitative 
research is that: 
data are not usually collected to support or to refute hypotheses but categories 
and concepts are developed during the course of data collection. The theory is 
therefore not superimposed upon the data but emerges from the data that are 
collected (Burgess, 1985c, p. 9). 
The development of grounded theory in this way is 'difficult' but 'exciting' (Glaser and 
Strauss, 1967, p. 8). It is in this sense that although the present project sets up more of a 
research framework than Glaser and Strauss's guidance would recommend, it maintains 
ahigh degree of flexibility and fulfils at least some of the requirements of a grounded 
theory approach. In any case, Glaser and Strauss acknowledge that existing concepts, as 
well as emergent ones, may also be taken into the research process: "A discovered, 
grounded theory, then, will tend to combine mostly concepts and hypotheses that have 
ernerged from the data with existing ones that are clearly useful" (1967, p. 46). 
- Concepts are being assessed, evaluated and generated all the way through the research 
process. Indeed, 'Wide and comparative reading should inform the generation of concepts 
throughout the research process" (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p. 162). The existing 
concepts taken into the investigative process of the present study include 'structure' and 
'agency', but note that it has been argued that not only are these relatively under- 
researched concepts, in terms of school to work transitions, but also that they could 
generate a whole series of additional concepts and categories that could contribute to the 
literature on youth transitions. Indeed one of the research ainis is to confirm challenge or 
add to the 'new vocabulary' on youth transitions that has recently been developed. 
Also taken from Glaser and Strauss is the notion of theoretical sampling which is an 
essential part of the process of generating grounded theory. 
Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory 
whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyzes his data and decides what 
data to collect next and where to find them; in order to develop his theory as it 
emerges. The process of data collection is controlled by the. emerging theory, 
whether substantive or formal (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 45). 
A recent example of this kind of 'cyclical' approach is provided in a study by 
Kelchterrnans of teachers' careers. He interviewed twelve primary school teachers in 
Belgium in an attempt to identify significant phases or stages of development in teachers' 
careers. His research procedure involved a 'cycle of biographical interviews' containing 
a constant interplay between data collection and data analysis. Texts and comments were 
frequently offered back to the respondents for confirmation or amendment: "Through 
, 
peated cycles of data collection, analysis and reflection we refined our initial framework re 
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of sensitising concepts" (Kelchtermans, 1993, pp. 203-5). 
A similar process will be used in the present study involving a cycle or a series of group 
inter-views which are, to some extent, biographical. Theoretical sampling has been used 
in the sense that the college sites and the types of courses and student groups selected 
were chosen specifically because they could assist in the process of generating data 
relating to student perspectives on vocational further education. Data collection, coding 
and analysis will, to a considerable degree, go on simultaneously, generating theoretical 
concepts related to student experiences of, and feelings of control within, vocational FE 
courses. According to Glaser and Strauss sampling and data collection should cease at the 
point of theoretical saturation: "Saturation means that no additional data are being found 
whereby the sociologist can develop properties of the category" (1967, p. 6 1). To put this 
in a slightly different way, "the researcher observes only as many activities, or interviews 
as many people, as are needed in order to 'saturate' the categories being developed... " 
(Bryi-nan, 1988, p. 61). Hopefully a picture will emerge of these students' feelings of 
control and levels of independence relating to school to work transitions, and from this 
picture there will be the potential for the development of a number of relevant new 
concepts and descriptive categories. 
4.6 A Methodological Problem 
Chapter 2 has shown how, as youth transitions have become more complex, and as a 
considerable array of educational, training and employment possibilities has opened up, 
a 'new vocabulary' relating to this field has developed. It was also shown that there is 
some- dispute as to whether this new vocabulary actually reflects real, large-scale changes 
in the experiences of young people between school and work or whether it is mainly a 
consequence of academic discourse which tends to exaggerate the scale of change 
experienced in youth transitions in recent years. 
Certainly the existence of the 'new vocabulary' on youth transitions sets up an 
interesting methodological problem for the research planned here. It is one thing for 
academics to write about relatively abstract conceptions of career trajectory, transition 
behaviour and individualisation and quite another to draw out empirical evidence relating 
to these concepts from the experiences and comments of young people themselves. Any 
attempt to research youth transitions needs to include discussions about how we can 
faithfully and accurately discover, articulate and map out young people's attitudes and 
beliefs relating to their education, training and career opportunities, and particularly the 
part they play themselves in creating these opportunities. 
We also need to give consideration to the language used and the methodological stages 
and procedures required in such research investigations. 18-year-olds may not respond 
particularly well to abstract enquiries about individualisation and structures, but may have 
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plenty to say, for example, about 'concrete' aspects of their lives such as ethnic origins, 
peer and family influences, decision-nuking processes at school and beyond, and 
experiences of NVQs, GNVQs and BTECs. Youth researchers must strive to bridge the 
gap between abstract (but nonetheless important) theoretical conceptions and the 'lived 
realities' of young people experiencing vocational education and training policies. 
-A key aim of the present project is to go some way towards bridging this gap. It 
attempts to do this in two ways. Firstly, by making use of the set of categories developed 
by Evans and Heinz, already mentioned in Chapter I (p. 23): policy as espoused, policy as 
enacted, and policy as experieticed. This three-fold categorisation of policy dimensions 
allows links to be established between structural concepts and individual experiences. The 
present study uses this categorisation both to make such links and as a general organising 
framework for the data collection process. However, the emphasis on young people's 
perspectives means that the findings relate mainly to the third (and to a more limited 
extent, the second) of these dimensions of policy. 
Secondly, the study also attempts to bridge the gap between theory and practice through 
the collection of empirical evidence from young people relating to labour market 
influences, individualisation, and conceptions of structure and agency. As indicated in 
C hapter 3, this will be done through the use of a number of research strategies within a 
multi-method approach, including a detailed questionnaire and a series of ethnographic 
group interviews. 
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Part 11 - Policy as Espoused 
The two groups of students featured in this study (and their colleges) clearly do not exist 
in a social and economic vacuum. Whilst these students will experience VET poEcies at 
the 'grassroots' level, it is clear that these policies a-re formulated at a national, 
governmental level and mediated by a number of local institutions and organisations. 
Therefore, Chapters 5 and 6 map out the national and local contexts within which the 
students featured in this study will express their views, focusing upon 'policy as espoused' 
and 'policy as enacted' respectively. These surnmaries will provide details of national and 
local employment, education and training contexts, faciEtating an assessment of how much 
influence these contexts and institutions (as 'structures') will have upon the young people zn 
featured in the study. 
Chapter Five --National Structures: Further Education and the Labour Market 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides an overview of policy as espoused, i. e. national policies on 
vo 
, 
cational education, youth training and employment as expressed in official publications 
including a series of white papers published in the 1990s. It summarises recent 
developments in further education in terms of curriculum, organisation, funding and 4: ) 
assessment, providing details of the implementation of new vocational qualifications for 
the post- 16 age g , roup, such as the competence- 
based NVQs and GNVQs. It also 
considers briefly training and employment schemes such as Youth Credits and Modern 
Apprenticeships and looks at national trends in employment and unemployment with 
special reference to the youth labour market. This will allow for the mapping of young 
people's aspirations, as expressed in the questionnaires and interviews, against the 
4ekternal reality' of the national employment market. 
In terms of the national educational context, the 1980s and the early 1990s seem to be 
universally acknowledged as a period of rapid change for educational institutions, 
personnel and policies. Change and intervention have occurred on a massive scalt, 
it shaking this country's VET structure" (Raggatt and Unwin, 1991, p. x). The period 
during which the present research was carried out, 1994-96, seems to have been a very 
turbulent phase. for further education colleges in particular and this chapter will outline 
briefly sorne of the major changes that have had an impact, either dir, ýu( or indirect, on the 
colleges featured in this study and on the students within them. 
Of course it will not be possible here to provide a detailed outline of an the policy and 
institutional changes that have impinged upon this sector of education in recent ears. IIy 
Rather, the aim is to provide the reader with an outline of some, of the more important 
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trends and developments as they may have affýcted and shaped the contexts of the groups 
featured in this study and to relate these changes to the research aims of the project. 
To study such developments is difficult because of the sheer quantity and pace of such 
changes, given a further layer of complexity by the diversity of educational institutions and 
frameworks within the post-16 sector. In order to try to make some sense of these 
developments, the changes will be considered under two broad headings: 
changes in the curriculum, organisation and funding of colleges 
changes in assessment and qualification frameworks 4D 
The emphasis will be on changes in FE mainly because most of the responsibility for VET Zý 
policies in recent years seems to have fallen upon this sector. However, it is sometimes 
difficult to separate these changes from those affecting education generally, particularly C, Cl 
the promotion by successive Conservative governments of the 'market' and 'competition' 
as essential organising principles in the world of training and education. 
Following this summary of developments in FE as they may affect the experiences of the 
samples of young people featured in thi: s project, Sections 5.4 and 5.5 will set out some 
of the main trends in the national and youth labour markets, especially in terms of their 
possible effects upon the aspirations and experiences of current cohorts of school and 
college leavers. 4ý 
5.2 Further Education: Curriculum, Organisation and Fundin 
In terms of the curriculum the pattern in the late 1980s and the 1990s seerned to be. for 
the government and other official institutions to emphasise and re-emphasise. the, 
importance of the vocational aspect of educational content. The term 'new vocationalism', 
as we have seen previously, is now more than ten years old, but these restatements of the 
importance of vocationalism in education are still regular occurrences: "Employers have tn 
been complaining about our system of vocational training since at least 1867" and the 
resurgence of employer interest in education is "the continuation of a perennial therne" 
(Hyland, 1994, p. 81). The history of vocational education and training in Britain "is one 
of recurring cycles of concern"(Keep and Mayhew, 199 1, p. 197). McNay commented in 
1992 that vocationalism is "Not a new issue - there is a ten-year cycle of attempts at 
exhortation and legislation" (McNay, 1992, p. 10). This cycle has included the Barlow 
Report of 1946, a report on Technical Education in 1956, the Polytechnics White Paper 
in 1966, James Callaghan's 1976 Ruskin College speech and the DeVille Report on the 
RVQ in 1986. Extending this idea to 1996, it could be argued that the Dearing Report is 
the latest manifestation in the. cycle of encouragement for a vocationally-orientated 
curriculum. 
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One of the problents here is that official reports do not always spell'out what they mean 
by 'vocationalism', nor do employers necessarily agree on what constitutes 'vocational 
education': the term is "a very slippery and ambiguous concepe' (Dale, 1991, p. 234). 
Despite these occasional problems of definition, official exhortations continue to stress 
that education must be more closely linked to the world of work and the process of 
'votationalizing the curriculum' continues apace (Bynner and Evans, 1990, p. 184; Coles 
and MacDonald, 1990, pp. 35-40; Banks et al., 1992, p. 5). The main manifestations of this 
process are generally believed to have included the Technical and Vocational Education 
Initiative (TVEI), first introduced in schools in 1983, the Certificate in Pre-vocational 
Education (CPVE), introduced in 1984, the National Curriculum, implemented via the 
Education Reform Act 1988, and the recent National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) and 
General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) programmes. 
Of these official policies, TVEI, which was aimed at the 14-18 age range, was perhaps 
the most obvious and widespread attempt to introduce a more vocational curriculum. This 
programme has been described as "possibly the most significant attempt to bridge 
education and training, school and the world of work, liberal and vocational education" 
(P 
, 
ring, 199 1, p. 21 8). The Initiative was announced in Parliament in 1982 and a pilot 
scheme started in the following year. The scheme rapidly moved beyond the pilot stage 
-and by 1988 was present in one form or another in every Local Education Authority in 
England and Wales (Dale et al., 1990, pp. 12,169). The Initiative had the central aim of , 41 
giving 'much greater weight' to technical and vocational education and thereby assisting 
and colleges in the preparation of the workforce (Dale, et al., 1990, p. 4). It was 
ftinded and, to a degree, controlled by, the Manpower Services Commission (MSC) which 
at one time employed 30,000 people and was spending 0 billion a year on TVEI and 
other schemes (Ainley, 1993, p. 44; Ainley and Comey, 1990). Gleeson has suggested that, 
since 1979, the MSC "has been at the forefront of government training policy, directly 
intervening in curriculum development" (1989, p. 6). 
TVEI and other attempts to relate the curriculum more closely to the world of work 
have frequently caused disagreement and controversy in educational circles. They have, 
for example, rekindled controversies about the true purposes of education, usually 
summarised in terms of 'liberal' education (for individual self- development) versifs 
'vocational' education (for the benefit of employers and the national economy). Gleeson 
notes that: 
To some, current government training policy is conspiratorial in nature, reflecting 
little more than the government's desire to create a more compliant work force. 
To others, vocational reform in our schools and colleges Ls long overdue, 
reflecting a positive. step towards furnishing a more relevant curriculum for the 
majority of school leavers (Gleeson, 1989, p. 2). 
A 
100 
Some commentators argue. that "a money-led curriculum serves and is subservient to, the 
requirements of the labour market" (Blamire Prosser, 1993, p. 1) while others suggest that 
individual, educational and academic goals are also served by and remain consistent with 
the vocational element of the curriculum introduced in recent years. 
A number of writers have been steadfastly opposed to the way in which the curriculum 
has been adjusted to serve the 'narrow requirements' of the workplace. Pring is typical 
of these writers, suggesting that "the whole skill-based approach to curriculum 
development represents a shift... towards a much more mechan ically and externally 
controlled conception of what the curriculum is about" (1991, p. 222). He goes on to 
argue that the new vocational curriculum will not prepare students personally or 
psychologically for 'a future which is unpredictable': consequently "the arts and 
humanities should be central to education" (Pring, 199 1, pp. 222-4). Similarly, Holt and 
Reid argue that schools and colleges have been taken in by 'delusions of vocationalism' - 
too few institutions challenged new vocationalism in the curriculum with a liberal 
philosophy of their own (Holt and Reid, 1988, pp. 29-30). The point is made again that 
'vocational education' may not properly equip young people for the diverse demands of 
the future: "by its very nature, liberal education equips students to solve the unknowable 
problems of the future, [and] it ought to be a much better bet iri economic terms than the 
'short-ten-nism' so clearly embedded in the vocationalist position" (Holt and Reid, 1988, 
p. 26). 
There may, however, be positive, as well as negative, elements in these vocational 
initiatives and some of these may encourage student autonomy: 
there are various positive features associated with the. new vocationalism, such as 
new forms of assessment, profiling and records of achievement, development of 
new teaching styles, an integrated curriculum approach and the new pedagogic 
relations between teacher and student (Gleeson, 1989, p. 9). 
It could also be that some elements of these initiatives have beneficial effects in terms of 
equal opportunities, though this suggestion is rigorously contested by some commentators 
(see, for example, Blackman, 1987; Brown, 1987). 
Whatever the broad explicit or impficit intentions of the government and the Department rý 
for Education and Employment, it is important to discover how these vocational initiatives 
operate in practice at school or college level (Gleeson, 1989, p. 2). The majority of 
students featured in this project are on vocational courses within the FE sector and to 
some extent are part of the 'TVEI generation'. Their views on the curriculum experienced zn 
in schools and then in colleges should help in any assessment of the, success, quality and tý 
relevance of such initiatives and may help to guide policy makers on the appropriate 
design and content of future NVQ and GNVQ courses. Additionally, underlying the 
various curriculum changes was an attempt to move towards a learner led model of 
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education (McGinty and Fish, 1993, pp. 57-8) and the students featured in the present 
study should have experienced increased autonomy in their leari-fing patterns. There are 
specific requests in the questionnaire for opinions on the national curriculum and other 
recent educational reforms. The group interviews should also allow for discussion of the 
purposes of education and the relationships between course content, qualifications, 
perceived employability and student levels of satisfaction and independence. 
Linked with thesf, curriculum changes are several important ongoing developments in 
the way colleges are being financed and operated. Exactly how aware student, -, are of these 
developments is open to debate, but there can be no doubt that they are having important 
consequences on day-to-day student experiences. Relevant changes in these areas include 
the transfer of administrative and financial control of FE colleges from the Local 
Education Authorities (LEAs) to college councils ('corporate status' or 'incorporation'), 
and the increasing influence of other agencies such as (until 1988) the. Manpower Services 
Commission (later renamed the Training Agency) and, more recently, the Training and 
Enterprise Councils (TECs), the Further Education Funding Council (FEFC) and the 
Further Education Development Agency (FEDA). 
, 
The process of central government giving financial 'freedom' or 'independence' to 
various educational institutions his been developing since at least 1989 when 
'polytechnics' and higher education colleges were provided with financial autonomy. 
Fr9m Ist April, 1993, under the terms of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992, an 
Colleges of Further Education were funded directly by central government rather than by Jtý 
LEAs. The funding takes place through newly created 'college councils' which "will be 
responsible. for a new funding regime designed to provide a powerful incentive to recruit 
additional students and reduce labour costs" (DES/DE, 1991, Vol. 1, p. 59) supposedly 
enabling colleges "to respond to the demands of students and of the labour market" 
(p. 58). As well as receiving direct funding from the FEFC, colleges could also receive 
grants from TECs or other approved training organisations and from a range of other 
sources (McGinty and Fish, 1993, p. 5). An element of the funding is 'student related', 
based on numbers of 4ctual student enrolments (DES/DE, 199 1, Vol. 11, pp. 26-7): "From 
this year, funding for the sector will be Unked to the retention and achievements of its 
students. An additional demand-led element will encourage efficient growth" (DTI, 1994, 
p. 37, para. 4.25). Currently the, policy of promoting financial independence and market 
responsiveness is being extended to sixth form colleges and there are plans to introduce 
a voucher scheme for all post- 16 education. 
The new financial status of the colleges has ineant that college managers can draw up 
conditions of service and pay agreements with their staff. In some cases these conditions 
have followed nationally recoiyu-nended guidelines, but in others there have been attempts 
to enforce new local conditions and pay scales. Not surprisingly, this has sometimes led 
to, disputes between staff unions, such as NATFHE, and college managers. In some, 
colleges this has resulted in industrial action (as in one of the colleges featured in this 
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study) and in negative staff-management relations. To add to the environment of change 
there has often been an atmosphere of unrest and distrust which may well have had some 
indirect effects on FE students. 
The FE sector first fully experienced government intervention in the form of youth 
training programmes in 1977, with the introduction of the Youth Opportunities 
Programme (YOP). This became the Youth Training Scheme (YTS) in 1983, renamed 
Youth Training (YT) in 1990 (Macfarlane, 1993, p. 13). By 1996 Dearing was suggesting 
that Youth Training should be relaunched and that YT places should be renamed 'National 
Traineeships' (Deaýing% 1996, p. 38, para. 5.14). 
Some of the MSC's influence, both political and financial, has now been transferred to 
the Training and Enterprise Councils. The creation of these TECs was inspired by the 
American idea of Private Industry Councils (PICs) (Unwin, 1991a, pp. 86-7). The first 
TECs were set up in 1989 and the 1991 White Paper stated that "We have given TECs, 
fi: om the, outset, important responsibilities for the vocational training of young people, and 
given them influence in key areas of education" (DES/DE, 1991, VoLl, p. 30). The aim 
here was to increase the influence of employers in FE both through the TECs and through 
representation on college councils. The responsibilities of the 82 TECs in the early 1990s 
included TVEI plans and reviews, 'compacts' in inner cities, Education-Business 
Partnerships, funding for Work Related Further Education and the. overseeing of Youth 
Training/Youth Credit pilot schemes (DES/DE, 1991, Vol. 1, p. 30). The increasing 
influence of TECs on FE and the consequences of this for staff and students in the 
colleges are areas which would benefit from further research. 
5.3 Further Education: Qualification Systems and Assessmeh 
Accompanying, and very often overlapping with, these. curricular, institutional and funding 
developments, have been important changes in the way college courses have been 
operated - changes which have had direct effects on students' day-to-day experiences. 
Recent developments that could feature under this heading include the troduction of in 
NVQs and GNVQs, Training/Youth Credits and the Modern Apprenticeship scheme. 
Many of these changes have been part of an official attempt to increase the status and I 
efficiency of vocational as opposed to academic education: 
While we are second to none in securing results for those in our society who 
choose the most academic options, we need to raise further the attainment of 
those, whatever their age, who choose, vocational education and training (DTI, 
1990, p. 30, para. 4.5). 
I 
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The government has pledged itself. 
to remove the remaining barriers to equal status between the so-called academic 
and vocational routes. We want academic and vocational qualifications to be held 
in equal esteem. Vocational qualifications are appropriate for many more young 
people than currently take them, but too few are prepared to look at the 
alternatives to A levels (DES/DE, 1991, Vol. 1, p. 24). 
This latter statement neatly begins to shift the blame for the low status of vocational 
courses onto young people themselves. That young people staying on in education 
continue to favour the academic route is not surprising given the continuing 'gold 
standard' status of A levels in the eyes of both government ministers and some employers, 
despite nun-&rous suggestions from various quarters about the reform of A levels in a way 
that would broaden the 16-19 academic curriculum. There appears to be something of a 
contradiction in officially espoused policies and soundings relating to the nature of 
education and work preparation for this age group. 
The attempt to increase the status of vocational routes to employment and to impose 
some kind of standardised framework on vocational qualifications has largely been 
implemented through the National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ), 
established in 1986 following the Review of Vocational Qualifications (RVQ). The NCVQ 
was to play an important part in the development of VET qualifications and courses and 
its establishment can be seen as a 'watershed' in the reform of VET (Burke, 199 1, p. 37). 
As early as 1981 the MSC's New Training Initiative (NTI) had introduced the concept 
of 'standards' based on 'outcomes' (Jessup, 1991, pp. 10-14). The idea of NVQs 
according to Jessup's (1991) 'Model of Education and Training' was to establish a 
modular, client-centred, competence based system of vocational education. Competence 
"refers to the standard required successfully to perform an activity or function" (Jessup, 
1991, p. 25). The NVQ framework was based on five levels of competence in eleven 
different occupational areas, such as Health, Construction and Engineering (Jessup, 1993, 
p. 44; Macfarlane, 1993, pp. 33-6). It is envisaged that this framework will eventually cover 
all occupations and this policy has been described as "the first time that any nation has 
attempted to describe effective performance for its entire workforce" (Debling, 1991, 
p. 11). Modularisation would introduce flexibility into these courses and due account 
would be taken of 'accredited prior learning' (APL). It should also be noted that NVQs 
do not have to be implemented by educational institutions - they can be used by companies 
and workplaces as part of their workforce training (for an example of this see Unwin, 
199 1 b). 
The setting up of the NCVQ and the nature and development of NVQs have been and 
still are the subject of much debate in educational circles. In a report published by 
Smithers (summarised in a Channel 4 Dispatches television programme) NVQs were 
criticised because they were based on what students could do rather than on what they 
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knew. It was alleged that NVQs lacked formal syllabuses and that teachers and lecturers 
had little guidance on what to teach: Britain was 'on the road to a training disaster of epic 
proportions' (reported in the Times Educational Supplement, 17th December, 1993, p. 6). 
Another criticism has been made by Blackman and Evans who have argued that the 
NCVQ has failed to acknowledge 'previous good practice' and that its model of learning 
is based on a rather crude form of psychological behaviourism (Blackman and Evans, 
1994, pp-6-7). 
Hyland, in a comprehensive critique of NVQs and associated reforms, argues that the 
competence-based education and training (CBET) approach, backed by the NCVQ, is 
"fundamentally flawed, disastrously misguided and entirely inappropriate to our current 
and future education and training needs" (Hyland, 1994, p. ix). Rather than assist learner 
centred education, "NVQs severely restrict and circumscribe learning" and Hyland 
suggests that "The 'autonomous learner' depicted in CBET writings is largely mythical... " 
(1994, pp. 12,13). 
Many of the problems of NVQs stem from the pace with which they were introduced 
and the additional demands which were imposed upon college tutors. Common criticisms 
of the NVQ assessment system are that it involves too much paperwork and that it is 
'mechanistic, cumbersome and costly' (Hyland, 1994, pp. 36,44). The introduction of 
NVQs, maintains Hyland, was part of a process of hijacking progressive educational terms 
by the industrial-training lobby. Words such as 'autonomy', 'competence' and 'standards' 
are now used as slogans: "A complete competence slogan system is now fully operational 
in British educational theory and practice" (Hyland, 1994, pp. 13,27,30). As in 
postmodernist critiques, competence and autonomy are simply images cultivated for the 
benefit of those who wish education to serve the interests of the economy and employers 
rather than those of the individual. CBET strategies are in 'direct conflict' with the basic 
tenets of experiential learning and reflective practice (Hyland, 1994, p. 92). Hyland 
concludes that "The employer-led and occupationally specific nature of NVQs makes them 
unsuitable and inappropriate for the tasks assigned to them of enhancing the status of VET 
in Britain and upgrading the skills of the workforce" (84). 
The 'National Comn-lission on Education' in its 'radical' report on education and 
training in the United Kingdom, however, did have some positive things to say about 
NVQs: they were seen as a 'stepping-stone for the future' - "The approach to 
qualifications developed by NCVQ undoubtedly helps point the way forward" (National 
Commission on Education, 1993, p. 280). However, ultimately they suggest that NVQs 
should be subsumed under their proposed 'General Educational Diploma' and 
'traineeship' schemes (National Commission on Education, 1993, pp. 71-2,273-287). 
As we have seen, the NCVQ has been criticised for its rather limited view of what 
constitutes 'competence' in an NVQ programme. Typically, it has been argued that 
corripetences have been too narrowly defined and have been based purely on the interests 
of employers: they are "a form of don-dnation by employers over the workforce" (Usher 
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and Edwards, 1994, p. 1 10). Several writers have also argued that NVQ units are too 
specific and that we need generally-educated, flexible individuals rather than specifically- 
trained workers (Gray, 1992, p. 68). The definition of 'skill' implied in the NCVQ's notion 
of 'competence' is much too narrow. 
A number of recent examples illustrate these criticisms. Ainley provides a very thorough 
and broad-ranging discussion of the meaning of the term 'skill' in Class and Skill: 
Changing Divisions of Knowledge and Labour (1993). He considers contrasting 
definitions of skill initially using perspectives from gestalt and behavioural psychology. 
The former perspective emphasises quality and defines skill in terms of risk and 
uncertainty: the more uncertainty there is built into a process, the more skill is required 
to, enact it (Ainley, 1993, pp. 8-9). The behaviourist perspective in psychology emphasises 
quantity, describing skills in terms of tasks, operations or competences. This type of 
definition, based upon the listing of narrowly-defined skills or competences, had an 
influence on the Manpower Services Conunission's development of an 'occupational skills 
inventory' (Ainley, 1993, pp. 10-11). This inventory, in turn, has influenced the 
development of the idea of 'generic skills' (or skills grouped together into 'Occupational 
Training Families') which features in the NCVQ's assessment of 'competences'. 
Ainley also discusses a typology of enskilling, multiskilling, reskilling and deskilling. 
New technology means that all of these processes can be happening within one occupation 
and even to one working individual (1993, pp. 21-2). He argues that the 'skills problem' 
is usually defined on the basis of narrow employer and government viewpoints expressed 
as 'skills shortages' or 'skill requirements' (as, for example, in the MSC view). In fact the 
skills problem is class-based and constitutes "a need of the majority to use and develop 
their skills for the full benefit of society" (Ainley, 1993, p. 49). 
Blackman and Evans in their article 'Comparative Youth Skills Acquisition in Germany 
and England: Training as a Process Not an Outcome' (1993) also trace the origins of the 
competence-based model of skill fon-nation to the MSC's New Training Initiative of 1981 
and note that its underlying philosophy is still evident in NCVQ communications. The 
NCVQ's approach is criticised for its tendencies to break up skills into small components 
and to define skills in terms of outcomes (Blackman and Evans, 1993, pp. 7-8). Analysis 
of their research on young people in England and Germany leads these writers to comment 
that the 'critical flaw' in the NCVQs view has been to put outcomes at the centre of their 
approach rather than learning processes. "NVQs are not attempting to measure general 
knowledge or understanding, but only the specific knowledge which is necessary to be 
competent on the job" (Blackman and Evans, 1993, pp. 19-20). 
This line of criticism is maintained in Brown et al. 's study Keyworkers: Technical and 
Training Mastery in the Workplace (1994) which stresses the fluid and ever-changing 
nature of skills needed for the workplace: 
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The essential point about the requirements of the future is that, at the level of 
detailed or specific skills, they are unknown... The pace of industrial and 
technological change, coupled with major uncertainties, means that key attributes 
of workers will be more general: a willingness to learn, the ability to work as a 
member of a team, the ability to transfer existing skills and knowledge to new 
situations (Brown et al., 1994, p. 2). 
It is often stated that Britain lacks a 'training culture' and that it suffers from a 'low-skills 
equilibrium' which in turn means that a low level of vocational competence is transmitted 
from one generation to the next (e. g. Finegold and Soskice, 199 1, p. 215; Evans and Heinz 
(Eds. ), 1994, p. 294). Much more needs to be done to produce a suitably skilled workforce 
and the emphasis should be on quality and breadth of skills. 
It was partly because of this kind of criticism that in 1991 the NCVQ began to develop 
a number of Geiwral NVQs that would "offer a general preparation for employment and 
higher-level qualifications and... keep open the option of students proceeding to higher 
education" (Macfarlane, 1993, p. 38). Thus by 1994, officially, the purpose of NVQs was 
to "provide a guarantee to employers that the individual can perform a job in a particular 
occupation, to the specified level of skill and competence" (DTI, 1994, p. 36, para. 4.24), 
whilst, on the other hand, "GNVQs prepare young people for employment in broad 
occupational areas, while also offering a route to higher education" (DT1,1994, p. 36, 
para. 4.23). The creation of GNVQs was in son-& ways an attempt to create a vocational 
'track' for 16-19-year-olds that would have parity of esteem with the academic track 
represented by A levels. GNVQs also represented an attempt at 'recontextualizing' the 
notion of competence by introducing range statements, generic competences and core 
skills (Hyland, 1994, pp. 23-6,3 1). 
It is now widely recognised, both officially and unofficially, that we have a three-track 
FE system. In place of the twin-track vocational/acadernic routes we now have three 
routes, with GNVQs in the middle and "A GNVQ/A level duopoly is likely to leave NVQ 
candidates out in the cold, and might reduce the status of the occupationally specific route 
to that of the old CPVE or low-grade TVEI programmes... " (Hyland, 1994, pp. 103,113). 
The first GNVQs were implemented in colleges from September 1992 and the student 
samples featured in the present study were some of the first groups to experience this new 
type of course - their comments and opinions should provide some very useful indicators 
of the. impact and relevance of these new vocational qualifications. 
One question which has clearly preoccupied national policy makers in recent years, 
associated with the introduction of NVQs and GNVQs, is the issue of whether college 
vocational courses should be related to specific occupations or whether they should 
provide a general vocational preparation. Governments of the past few years have 
apparently not resolved this issue because both types of course seem to have been 
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implemented at different times. Courses such as BTEC, RSA courses, City and Guilds 
programmes and NVQs have clearly been related to particular occupations. CPVE and 
GNVQs, however, have aimed to provide a general level of skills and vocational 
preparation, supposedly encouraging flexible workers, both within a single occupation and 
across different employment sectors. 
The White Paper Education and Training for the 21st Centivy, produced by the 
Department of Education and Science and the Employment Department in 199 1, shows 
awareness of, but does not necessarily resolve, this problen-L One chapter of this document 
outlines the importance of 'occupationally specific NVQs', while another acknowledges 
that "Many young people want to keep their options open... Employers, too, want to have 
the opportunity of developing their young recruits' general skills as well as their specific 
working skills" (DES/DE, 199 1, Vol. 1, p. 18). The views of young people on this kind of 
issue, particularly on whether they prefer specific occupational training or a more general, 
broad-based preparation for life, would clearly be of interest to policy makers and others. 
. An important role of these qualifications - whether they are occupationally specific or 
more generalised - is their incorporation into national targets. Since 1991, following a 
recommendation made in the CBI's 1989 document Towards a Skills Revolution, the 
government has adopted a number of National Targets for Education and Training 
(NTETs, previously NETTs). In 1996 these included a number of 'Lifetime Leaming 
Targets' for the year 2000 (Figure 5.1). These targets were 'updated' in line with the 
requirements of the 1995 YNte Paper Conipetitiveness: Forging Ahead and they 
represent an important statement of official policy goals. 
Figure 5.1 - Lýfetime Learning Targets for the Year 2000 
Target I- 60% of the workforce to be qualified to NVQ level 3, Advanced 
, 
GNVQ or two GCE A level standard. 
Target 2- 30% of the workforce to have a vocational, professional, management - 
or academic qualification to NVQ level 4 or above. 
Target 3- 70% of aH organisations employing 200 or more employees, and 35% 
of those employing 50 or more, to be recognised as Investors in People. 
Source: Labour Market and SkiU Trends (DIFEE, 1996, p. 7 1, Figure 6.1) 
The Dearing Report - the Review of Qualiflicationsfor 16-19 Year-Olds (1996) - places 
considerable emphasis upon these national targets and also attempts to pull all the 
qualification systems together into one overarching framework. Dearing proposed the 
cýeation of "a coherent national framework, covering all the main qualifications and the 
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achievernents of young people at every level of ability" (Dearing, 1996, p. 3, para. 1.11). 
The suggestion was that the three main post-16 pathways: A levels (academic), GNVQs 
(applied) and NVQs (vocational) should be placed within a national qualifications grid, 
including national awards, national certificates and national diplomas. Dearing did not 
advise the abolition of the A level 'gold standard', nor did he overtly- recomny--nd a 
baccalaureate-type qualification, partly because of the political constraints imposed upon 
him (Times Educational Supplement, 29th March, 1996, p. 6). The report was, however, 
explicit in stressing the need for real parity of esteem between vocational and acaden-dc 
courses and qualifications: 
At the heart of the review is a recognition of the centrality of applied and 
vocational education, and the need for both to be accorded the respect and esteem 
historical1y given to achievement in academic qualifications (Dearing, 1996, p. 74, 
para. 9.27). 
One way in which Dearing attempted to encourage this change was to rename GNVQs 
., applied A levels'. He also encouraged changes that would allow transfers between the 
three different pathways. 
One sub-theme of the. Dearing Report which is relevant to the research proposed in this 
study and which did not receive the attention it deserved in the media activity surrounding 
the publication of the report, was its emphasis on the 'self-management' of learning. 
Dearing, with his encouragement of a 'portfolio' of educational output and a proposed 
relaunch of the National Record of Achievement (1996, p. 44, para. 6.21), was here 
continuing the emphasis on the 'learner led' model of education which was a supposed 
part of the 'competence' approach (indeed, the Report itself, unusually for an official 
document, included evidence based on student viewpoints). Student autonomy would be 
encouraged, said Dearing, by the use of a National Record of Achievement (NRA) folder, 
to be introduced by the age of 14: 
The NRA has another potential role beyond recording achievement. In a society 
that needs to be committed to life-long learning, a vital competence that should 
be mastered during the later stages of statutory education is the management of 
one's own learning. This includes setting personal objectives, monitoring 
performance, reviewing work plans in the light of achievement, and reviewing 
both short-term objectives and long-term aspirations (Dearing, 1996, p. 42, 
para. 6.7). 
The students featured in this study had not experienced this type of recommendation, but 
their comments on independence and autonomy should help to tell us something about the 
, implications of the proposed extension of a learner led model of education and training. 
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Two additional policy changes are also worth mentioning here. Firstly, the. introduction 
in 1994 of 'Modem Apprenticeships'. This scheme, according to the 1994 White Paper 
Competitiveness: Helping Bushwss to Witt, will involve work-based training up to at least 
NVQ level 3 for 150,000 young people (16 or 17 years old on entry) by the end of the 
decade (DTI, 1994, p. 39, para. 4.30). Secondly, there have been developments in the 
Youth Credits (previously Training Credits) voucher system. The credit is 'a voucher... 
put in the hands of young people leaving full-time education at 16 or 17' which enables 
them to 'buy' their vocational education and training: this scheme is meant to improve 
young people's motivation by 'making obvious to them the scale of investment available' 
and to 'enhance the market in training provision', Le. training providers will be paid 
according to their ability to attract credit-holders (DES/DE, 1991, VoI. I, pp. 34-5). Both 
of these schemes were supported by Dearing (1996, Section 5), though a name change (to 
'National Traineeships') was proposed for Youth Training. To date little effort has been 
made to discover the opinions of those 16-17-year-olds who will be directly affected by 
these schemes. 
, 
The research that has been carried out on Youth and Training Credits suggests that 
there are still a number of problems with these schemes. Unwin conducted an evaluation 
of the first year of South and East Cheshire TEC's pilot training credits scheme (locally 
called Prospects). Her investigations revealed that the individuals on this scheme had a 
negative view of 'training': "It is ironic to discover that the main achievement of some 
s ixteen or so years of government-led youth training schemes has apparently been to 
embed a negative view of 'training' in the minds of young people" (Unwin, 1996, pp. 184- 
5). Those youngsters who did not opt for full-time education found that all the credit 
would buy them was a 're-vamped' youth training place. In this way, "training credits are 
serving to expose even further the weaknesses of this country's VET structure" (Unwin, 
1996, p. 195). Hodkinson and Hodkinson found that the new credits-based system "is 
based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the ways in which young people make 
decisions about training" and did not lead to any improvement in training quality (1995, 
p. 10) (see also Hodkinson, Sparkes and Hodkinson, 1996; MacDonald and Coffield, 
1993). 
5.4 The Impact of the National Labour Market 
Many of the changes and initiatives in vocational education outlined in the previous two 
sections had the broad aim of improving the relationship between the education system 
and the world of work. This meant providing a suitably trained and skilled young 
work-force for business and industry. However, whatever the aims, nature and quality of 
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developir&nts in vocational education, much depends on the state of national and regional 
labour markets. 
Although the present study focuses on a comparison of two different local labour 
markets, particularly youth labour markets, the national employment situation provides 
an important overall context. Employment policies will clearly be at least as important in 
affecting young people's job prospects as educational policies. This section outlines some 
recent developments in national labour market trends to set the scene for the consideration 
of local contexts which follows. It exan-dnes briefly the changing size and structure of 
Britain's labour force, patterns of unemployment, and trends in training provision and 
skills development. All of these tell us something about employment policy as espoused 
by central government. The next section looks in particular at the national youth labour 
, market. 
One difficulty in attempting to outline employment trends arises irm-nediately. This is 
the reliance upon official statistics on employment and unemployment, usually produced 
by government departments and related agencies. Labour market researchers, however, 
are now usually well aware of possible problems and pitfalls associated with such 
statistics. Changes in conceptual definitions and in the. way statistics are collected and 
presented can have a considerable impact on numerical data. Thus it is important to 
maintain an awareness of the difficulties associated with official data on employment, 
training and skill trends. However, such data can be very useful simply because of the 
scale and frequency of their collection, which few research organisations and individuals 
can match. They do at least provide one perspective on the prospects for employment and 
training of today's 16-19-year-olds, an official portrayal which, if necessary, can be 
challenged via other perspectives, including the views of young people themselves, as 
presented later in this study. 
In 1993 the workforce in employment (Great Britain) stood at 24.1 million people: this 
had previously increased year by year until it reached a peak of 26.3 million in 1990 
(Employment Department Group (ED), 1993, p. 9,4igure 2.1). Projections provided by 
the. Institute for Employment Research at the University of Warwick, discussed in the 
Employment Department's Labour Market and Skill Trends 1994195, suggest that the 
national labour force is likely to experience 'moderate growth' to the year 2000: 
employment is expected to be around 25 million in 1995 and around 26.1 million by the 
end of the century (ED, 1993, p. 9). 
If these projections are accurate then young people will be entering a moderately 
expanding national labour market, but there are a number of complicating factors. Firstly, 
the nature and quality of the work, as well as the quantity of jobs, available, will change 
considerably. The numbers of people, - in part-time employment, home working and self- 
'employment are all expected to increase (ED, 1993, pp. 12-14). Changes in technology 
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and work organisation, as suggested in notions of 'post-Fordism' and 'flexibilisation of 
the workforce', mean that new skills and attitudes will be required (Murray, 1991; 
Phillimore, 1991). Secondly, the composition of the labour supply (particularly the supply 
of young workers) has been and will be affected by changing demographic trends (both 
these points are discussed further below). 
Patterns of unemployment since the 1980s are well documented. According to official 
statistics the overall numbers of registered unemployed increased considerably from 1979 
to the n-dd-1980s, reaching a peak of over 3 million in 1986. From 1987 to 1990 the 
official numbers of unemployed declined to around 1.3 million, but between April 1990 
and January 1993 the numbers increased steadily. By September 1992 registered 
unemployment stood at 2.8 million (ED, 1993, p. 11) and by November 1994, when the 
fieldwork for the present project commenced, officially unemployment stood at 2.4 
million. By March 1996 this figure (for 'claimant unemployment') had dropped to 2.1 
million or 7.9 per cent of the workforce (Labour Market Trends, September 1996, Table 
2.2, p. S 16). 
, 
Labour Market and Skill Trends 1994195 points out two important general trends in 
unemployment up to 1993 relevant to the present study. Firstly, there has been a change 
in the geographical distribution of unemployment: "There has been an equalisation of 
unemployment rates across the country and, if anything, a reversal of previous patterns" - 
this means, for example, that previously hard-hit areas such as Scotland currently have 
unemployment rates below the national average, whilst London has a rate above the 
national average (ED, 1993, p. 11). Secondly, "The responsiveness of the labour market 
to changes in the economy has improved considerably", suggesting that employers' 
recruitment (and laying off) activities are now more closely in tune with increases in 
demand and falls in output (ED, 1993, p. 11). These developments may have important 
implications for the two area labour markets featured in this study. 
-Patterns of training provided by employers, colleges and government institutions have 
also seen changes in recent years. These changes in the nature and organisation of training 
are to some- extent a reflection of changes in the quantity and nature of the various types 
of employment available. The official picture provided in Labour Market and Skill Trends 
is that 'Training has held up well in the recession' (ED, 1993, pp. 55-6). On-the-job 
training is still the. most common format: over half of reported training activity takes place 
on employers' premises. Within employment young people are more likely than other age 
groups to receive training. In 1993 24 per cent of all 16-19-year-olds in employment 
received some training (ED, 1993, p. 57). The so-called 'training infrastructure' put in 
place by government and its agencies currently includes the N_VQ framework, the 
'Investors in People' programme and the National Targets for Education and Training, 
which are overseen by the National Advisory Council for Education and Training Targets. 
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The challenge for training providers, whether they be FE colleges, employers or other 
organisations, according to the official viewpoint, is to provide for the 'skill needs' of the 
late 1990s and the early 21st century. One problem here is that 'skiH needs', as indicated 
previously, as weU as being difficult to predict, can be rather difficult to define and 
rneasure. The Labour Market and Skill Trends publication stresses three different sources 
of skifl demand: 
Occupational trends - those changes resulting from the general growth in higher 
level occupations at the expense of lower level ones. 
Professional skill enhancement - the increasing skill requirements within specific 
occupations. 
Broadening work demands - general trends in the labour market are leading to a 
wider range of skill requirements in all jobs (ED, 1993, p. 24). 
In other words, there is likely to be a continued expansion in the number of jobs requiring 
specialised, higher level skills; higher levels of skill will be needed within existing 
occupations; and, finally, there are general trends towards greater skill requirements 
across the whole workforce. These kinds of definitions of skill have influenced the 
formulation of post- 16 educational curricula and qualifications systems. For example, the 
requirement for common core skills in GNVQ programmes and in the Dearing proposals, 
such as competence in the use of information technology, can be seen as an attempt to 
help to satisfy the need for the broad cross-occupational skill demand mentioned above. 
Non-official summaries of the impact of government VET policies would agree with the 
need for better training and for higher skill requirements, but are rather more critical of 
the policies already in place. Finegold and Soskice, for example, state that "Britain's ET 
[Education and Training] system turns out less-qualified individuals than its major 
competitors... " and that "... there is a consensus in the growing body of comparative ET 
research that Britain provides significantly poorer ET for its workforce than its 
international competitors" (Finegold and Soskice, 1991, pp. 215-6). 
There is a need to assess how schools and colleges are adapting to these changing skill 
demands and to find out the degree of young people's awareness of these developments. 
For example, it would be useful to discover how confident current students feel about 
their competence in relation to relevant technical skills (such as the use of computers) and 
employment-related social skills (such as decision-making and the capacity for team 
work). Such questions and issues form an important dimension in the aims of this 
investigation. 
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5.5 Chanues in the Youth Labour Market 
The relationship between educational structures and the youth tabour market is by no 
means straightforward. Clearly educational policies will affect skill formation and the level 
a of young people's entry to the tabour market, but equally, economic factors , and timin., 
have an important role to play in shaping the nature of education and training institutions 
and processes. On this point Raffe writes of a 'dual perspective', "with education 
influencing labour-market outcomes at the micro level, but constrained or shaped by the 
tabour market at the macro level" (Raffe, 1988, p. 6). 
. Furthermore, the relationships between the youth tabour market, regional (adult) 
tabour markets and the national (adult) tabour market are rather complex. There are, for 
example, divergent opinions on the question of whether the youth tabour market (usually 
defined in terins of numbers of 16 to 19 or 16 to 21-year-olds available for or in 
employment) operates to some extent h0el)en(lently of the national tabour market, or 
whether it is a reflection of national, adult employment patterns. 
- Most commentators agree that in the 1980s the youth tabour market 'collapsed'. 
Statistics on this, however, are difficult to analyse because of the complications caused 
b (1) the introduction of training schemes which removed some young people from the y 4D 
unemployment register; (2) changes in the way in which unemployment statistics have 
been collected; and (3) the way in which age categories are broken down in the statistics 
for unemployment. Officially, claimant unemployment for the 18-24 age group stood at 
764,000 in July 1994, declining to 654,000 in July 1995 and 579,000 by July 1996 
(Labour Market Tren(ls, September 1996, Table 2.5, p. S23). In April 1996 there were 
152,200 unemployed 18-19-year-blds and 406,100 unemployed 20-24-year-olds. This 
compares with figures of 528,900 for 30-39-year-olds and 339,400 for 50-59-year-olds 
(Labow-Market Tren(ls, September 1996, Table 2.7, p. S26). In other words, with more 
than 25 per cent of the unemployed in the 18-24 age group, school and college leavers are 
still finding it very hard to find employment. 
What is clear from official and other sources is that the numbers of young people 
available for employment in Britain have declined in recent years. The number of 16 and 
17-year-old entrants to the tabour market fell from 563,000 in 1987 to 276,000 in 1992 
and this decline is likely to continue (ED, 1993, p. 47). This decline has been due to a 
combination of factors including: (1) a decrease in the overall numbers of 16 and 17-year- 
olds (a demographic trend); and (2) an increase in the number of 16-year-olds electing, to 
stay on in education in some form (an educationallsocial trend with a whole range of 
possible causal factors). The youngsters featured in the present research are, of course, 
in further education colleges, and their reasons for -staying in education, rather than 
envering work at 16, will be explored as fully as possible. 
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Although the number of 16-year-olds directly entering the labour market has declined 
the continued presence of this group has important theoretical and policy implications. 
The general increase in 'staying on' rates and the expansion of 'opportunities' in further 
education are usual-ly viewed positively. The development of a more skiUed, better 
qualified workforce via training and the education system is seen as beneficial to both 
individuals and to the economy. However, a form of 'qualifications inflation' (Raffe, 1988, 
p. 44) may be developing which could have negative implications for those who choose 
to (or have to) leave school at 16 and who are consequently less well qualified. The work 
that these teenagers move into may involve routine jobs with low levels of qualification, 
t raining and job satisfaction. Such occupations usuafly have low financial rewards, poor 
conditions and very limited career prospects. The 'better' jobs may increasingly be 
reserved for better qualified col-lege leavers aged 18 years or more., Hence some writers 
have suggested the possibility of 'polarisation' or 'margin alisation' in the youth labour 
i narket (E. g. Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994, p. xvii). Whilst the 'new vocationalism', 
including NVQs and GNVQs, may produce better qualified and better trained young 
workers it may not be much help to those who leave education at 16 years of age. As wen 
as planning for the needs of 16-19-year-olds in further and higher education, policy 
makers, educators and trainers need to consider whether they are doing enough for direct 
entrants to the workforce. 
In the 1970s and 1980s it was clear that in terms of 'staying on rates', i. e. the 
proportions of 16,17 and 18-year-olds remaining in education, Britain lagged behind its z: 1 
major industrial competitors. There are variations in the ways in which this type of statistic 
is measured and presented, but two examples wil-I illustrate the point. 
(1) The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development produces comparative 
statistics for its 24 member countries. Figures for full-time eftrolments from public and I 
private secondary schools show that: 
British figures are worrying. In 1991, at 16-plus only 62.4 per cent of the age 
group was still in education - the lowest proportion of any nation apart from 
Turkey (38.7 per cent). Even Portugal, which has shockingly low participation 
rates at 14 and 15, has more children still in school at 16 (quoted in Times 
E(hicational SitlyVement, I Oth December, 1993, p. 12). 
(2) Bynner has compared the percentage of 17 and 18-year-olds participating in education 
in the period 1982 to 1991 in England, France and Germany (see Tables 5.1 and 5.2). 
Thus Britain lagged considerably behind both France and Germany in 1981 and 1991 in 
trms of post-16 education participation rates. Although there was an improvement in this 
decade this did not to any extent match the improvements that occurred in France and 
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Germany. 
Table 5.1 - 17-year-olds' 
(Percentages) 
Participation in Full and Part-time Education 
Year France Germany England 
1981 72 99 47 
1986 78 -- 47 
1991 91 97 63 
Source: Bynner, 1994, p. 6 and Table I 
Table 5.2 - 18-year-olds' 
(Percentages) 
Participation in Full and Part-time Education 
Year France Germany England 
1981 47 70 36 
1986 56 -- 35 
1991 79 82 45 
Source: Bynner, 1994. p. 6 and Table 1 
More recent govemment-produced statistics, however, present a slightly more optirnistic: 
scenario: 
The pattern of post- 16 transition has changed dramatically over the past five years. 
In 1987/88, less than 47% of 16 year olýs in Britain continued in full-time. 
education. By 1991/92 this had risen to 64%, and provisional figures suggest a 
further rise to 69% for 1992/93 (ED, 1993, p. 47). 
SO despite a poor starting base, staying on rates do seem to be improving and the further 
education sector in particular has expanded considerably since 1988. The reasons for 
increased educational participation post- 16 are varied and complex but may include: 
increased youth unemployment 
rising attainment levels following the introduction of GCSEs 
financial pressures on colleges to attract students 
increased take up of educational provision by particular groups, e. g. females, 
ethnic minorities 
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a change in cultural attitudes among young people, challenging the traditional 
view of early entrance to the labour market as a way of gaining adult status 
the possible attraction of new types of qualifications and courses such as NVQs 
and GNVQs 
Even with these improvements in post-16 participation rates in education there is no room 
for complacency on the part of policy-makers and educators. Steedman and Green (1996, 
p. 1) note that in the UK participation rates are still low by comparison with countries like 
Japan, Germany, Sweden, Denmark, France and the USA, where in every case over 90 
per cent of 16-year-olds are enrolled in full-time education. In very recent years a 
"slowing or possible halting of growth" has been detected and "It would appear... that 
participation in education and training amongst 16 year olds has now reached a threshold 
which will be difficult to pdss" (Steedman and Green, 1996, pp. 8,22). 
Nevertheless, overall the proportion of 16-19-year-olds in full-time education has 
increased considerably and in terms of the. labour market, this kind of development has 
two major implications: firstly, in theory, increased staying on rates should mean a better 
qualified, more skilled, pool of potential workers aged . 18-plus. Secondly, as indicated 
previously, more young people staying on means less young people (usually unskilled and 
with a low level of qualifications) going directly into employment from school. There is 
an overall trend towards later entry into the labour market, a trend which is likely to 
continue into the next decade (ED, 1993, p. 47). 
5.6 Summaa 
It is difficult to discern clear patterns in the various complex packages of educational and 
employment changes described above, hence Blackman and Evans's description of a UK 
training tradition of 'adhocery' (1994, pp. 1-4). Finegold and Soskice have described these 
changes (up to 199 1) as an 'uncoordinated series of reforms' which are 'incohbrent' and 
4 scattershot' (1991, pp. 233-4). Keep and Mayhew suggest that a major reason for poor 
VET performance "is Britain's inability to evolve and maintain a coherent national VET 
systeiiY'- they continue, "The result of this ad hoc style of reform has been the promotion 
of a jumble of uncoordinated, overlapping schemes sponsored by rival bodies" (Keep and 
Mayhew, 1991, pp. 204,209). There can be no doubt that for many years the lack of a 
coherent system of VET caused difficulties for employers, students and colleges. This is 
in contrast with other national VET systems. Steedman, for example, compared 
qualification systems in Britain and France in the 1980s and concluded that "It seems clear 
to us that great benefits derive both to employers and young people from the clarity and 
coherence of the 16-19 framework for qualifications in France... " (Steedman, 1991, 
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p. 194). This situation of complexity, and sometimes confusion, partly arose because there 
have been several political and policy influences on strategies for VET, even from within 
particular governments. 
If there has been any pattern over the past ten to fifteen years it probably stems from the 
increasing influence (or imposition) of the 'market' and 'competitiveness' on post- 
compulsory education. This has been an important part of policy as espoused. For 
example, the 1994 Mite Paper argued that 'Competitiveness is the key to our future 
prosperity': 
Our living standards and quality of life are not entitlements; they depend ultimately 
on the ability of firms throughout the economy to create jobs, improve 
productivity and to win business in home and overseas markets. Success has to be 
earned through improved competitiveness (DTI, 1994, p. 8, para. 1.20). 
This increased influence of the market, along with the drive towards competitiveness, has 
býen developed in two ways. Firstly, behind the changes was a desire to 'improve' the 
relationship between education and the labour market, Le. the hope was to enable colleges 
and schools to produce a suitably skilled workforce for employers. But by suggesting that 
'skills' are lacking the government is placing the blame on young people themselves. 
Whether these (official) aims have been fulfilled and even whether they were the genuine 
and original aims of government are matters for debate. It has been argued, for example, 
that YTS was used simply to keep unemployment figures down and to provide a kind of 
'warehousing' function for young people about to enter the world of employment (Bynner 
and Roberts (Eds. ), 1991, pp. 49-50). 
Secondly, there have been attempts to subject educational institutions and services to 
the influence of the market, i. e. to encourage the marketability (and therefore the 
effectiveness', 'competitiveness' and 'efficiency') of educational provision. This can be 
seen in the development of grant-maintained schools, corporate status for colleges, 
demand-led funding, the provision of training credits and a number of other reforms. 
Schools and colleges will have to 'sell' their courses and recruit 'customers' in a 
competitive environment: 
Since 1979 the. Government has introduced a series of major reforms to boost the 
outputs from our education and training system. Schools and colleges have been 
galvanised. by a new emphasis on choice, quality and sharp accountability for 
results (DTI, 1994, pp. 30- 1, para. 4.6). 
One writer, in the. context of higher education, has called this process the 
4 commodification of acadernic relations' (Schuller, 1992, pp. 33-4). 
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Again, whether this has actually happened or not, and whether these were the original 
aims of government, are matters of debate. VA&t local authority control over FE may 
have been weakened there are several respects in which central government's influence 
has been strengthened (via various official bodies). Gleeson claims that: 
... under the aegis of enlightened reform... the Conservative government, via the MSC and more recently NCVQ, has established direct control over non-advanced 
FE and training and achieved a tighter grip over both the transition and 
transmission points between school and work (Gleeson, 1989, p. 23). 
We need to ask here 'who actually benefits from these changesT Educational policies 
have important socio-political aspects and this would not be the first time that education 
has been used as an instrument to serve the needs of employers. The vocational-industry 
side of education has been emphasised in these reforms at the expense of 
liberal/humanitarian aspects. Young people's educational experiences may well have been 
restricted because of the 'needs' of government to reduce the unemployment statistics, 
to shift the blame for a 'skills shortage. ', and to service the 'needs' of employers and 
businesses. 
This situation of competition in FE services and institutions brings us back to the 
question of how much the young people in these colleges feel in control of their own 
career destinies. Given the scope and quantity of structural change, to what extent win 
these students see themselves as individual agents of change and influence? Much of this 
discussion of recent developments in vocational FE may need to be reconsidered in the 
fight of what young people themselves think and feel about these changes. 
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Part III - Policy as Enacted 
Part U looked at policy as espoused by government and other official organisations. These 
were policies expressed at a national level through national initiatives such as TVEI and 
the introduction of NVQs and GNVQs. However, the implementation or enactment of 
these policies varies according to local circumstances: 
... close attention must be given to the ways in which nationwide initiatives 
articulate with local conditions. National 'blueprints' rarely simply reproduce 
themselves at the local level. Rather, they become mediated through local cultures 
and local contexts (Coles and MacDonald, 1990, p. 30). 
This part examines the local cultures of the two boroughs featured in this study. Chapter 
6 sets out the main dimensions of the local contexts, including the characteristics of the 
local economies and the settings of the two colleges. It also outlines the characteristics of 
the student samples used in the study, providing details of the sex, age and ethnic 
composition of the samples. 'Me aim is to set out details of some of the local 'structures' 
so that assessments can be made of how these will affect the students featured in the 
sample and how their job aspirations and educational ambitions may be assisted or 
constrained by local conditions. 
Chapter Six - Loml Structures: Further Education Colle= and the Local Economy 
6.1 Introduction: The Importance of Area Studies 
This chapter outlines the characteristics of the local social and econornic infrastructures 
of each of the two research sites - Westdown and Eastborough. It also provides details of 
the local educational contexts and includes descriptive accounts of the two colleges and 
their institutional settings. As suggested previousl)F, these two locations were chosen -as 
examples of contrasting labour markets. 
In Section 1.5 (p. 17) it was indicated that 'labour market' will be defined here, 
following previous definitions, as the 'travel-to-work-' area (e. g Garner et al., 1985, 
p. 142). It is accepted that this type of definition is by no means clear-cut, especially in the 
context of large towns or cities, and that there may be other important influences apart 
frorn geographical area, such as social class, ethnicity and gender. All of these are 
structures wl-dch may impinge upon any sense of agency which the young people in these 
localities may feel that they possess. The relative impact of the local labour market, along 
with the perceived influence of these other social and economic characteristics, will 
hoýpefully be indicated in the respondents' comments reported in the data analysis 
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chapters. 
This 'area studie: s' approach was partially inspired by a number of previous studies of 
geographically-defined youth labour markets. These have included the Careers and 
Identities study (Banks et al., 1992) and the Anglo-German Studies (Bynner and Roberts 
(Eds. ), 1991; Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994) discussed in Sections 1.6 and 1.7, along with 
the work of Raffe and his associates (Raffe (Ed. ), 1988) based on the 'Scottish School 
Leavers' Survey' and of Ashton et al. (1990). 
The Scottish study mentioned above involved at least 100,000 young people, 
predominantly from the cities of Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow. Garner, 
Main and Raffe compared the post-school destinations of school leavers in these four 
cities and noted that each city did tend to function as a single labour market. These writers 
suggested that "Geography does matter", but also stressed that "many inequalities 
affecting young people's transition from school and their progress within the labour 
market cannot be expressed in spatial terms" (Garner et al., 1988, p. 133). 
The Careers and Identities study was based on four British locations: Swindon, 
Kirkcaldy, Liverpool and Sheffield (see also Section 1.6, p. 19). The authors of this report 
noted that national surveys "give the best overall picture of the destinations of school 
leavers" (Banks et al., 1992, p. 18) but also stressed the need for area studies to bring out 
the importance of local context: "Young people relate to particular schools, training 
establishments and jobs within a particular locality.. Young people are socialised by a 
particular set of local agencies in relation to a particular set of local opportunities" (1992, 
P. 19). 
The authors of the Anglo-German Studies also used an 'area studies' approach, but with 
an international dimension (see Section 1.7, p. 2 1). The two English localities of Swindon 
and Liverpool were matched with Paderbom and B remen respectively. These towns were 
twinned initially "on the basis of their contracting or expanding labour markets" (Bynner 
and Roberts (Eds. ), 1991, p. xv). The second of these studies indicated that the local 
labour market did have an impact on young people's career aspirations and outcomes and 
even on their social identities: 
The influence of place emerged in two main ways in our interviews; first, as an 
identification with a particular area, whether this was seen in a positive or a 
negative light; second, the influence of local labour markets. Some of our 
respondents viewed their local area, with its associated social life, as an important 
element in their lives (Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994, p. 162). 
With reference to the English labour markets, the authors comment that flexibility does 
seem to depend on local labour market conditions (1994, p. 162). In depressed labour 
markets such as Liverpool, young people often drop out of the education system at the 
earliest possible stage and their career options, and consequent 'transition behaviours' are 
severely fimited. In 'expanding' labour markets, such as Swindon, however, "we find more 
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examples of flexible career patterns" (1994, p. 163). This kind of finding has influenced the 
choice of two contrasting boroughs as the settings for the. present research on youth 
transitions via further education. The following sections outline the main characteristics 
of the two boroughs and the colleges that serve these localities. The statistics provided - 
unless otherwise stated - relatt, - to 1994, the year when the fieldwork commenced at these 
two sites. 
6.2 The Boroughs 
One of the problems with the research presented here is that, because of the absence of 
any significant longitudinal element, we do not know for certain what the employment 
outcomes will be for the young people involved. They will be able to tell us something of 
their aspirations and desires in the questionnaires and interviews, but usually they cannot 
predict with any certainty what their actual employment or educational destinies will be 
and what type of 'career trajectory' they will follow. However, it is possible to build up 
a general picture of local circumstances using information produced by local organisations 
such as the TECs, the employment service and the careers office. This section introduces 
the two local economies and outlines their major characteristics including reference to 
employment possibilities for young people, thus providing some indication of the possible 
impact of local economic structures. 
6.2.1 Westdown 
Westdomi is used both as the name of a town and as the name of the borough containing 
that town. There is a large overlap since the town accounts for about 85 per cent of the 
borough's population. The locality was chosen as an example of an expanding town with 
a relatively buoyant labour market, though there were some indications that the area had 
not escaped the effects of the recession. There were certain features of this local economy 
and labour market which made it particularly attractive to a young labour force and 
appropriate for a study of this kind. 
The special characteristics of Westdown include its location in relation to the south-east 
(as well as the south-west) economic hiftastructure and its position within the 'M4 
corridor'. Although some way west of London, Westdown is very much influenced by the 
prosperous south-east region. There are. several towns along the M4 corridor, between 
West London and Bristol, which, like Westdown, have a reputation of expansion, 
prosperity, high technology-based industries and services and positive employment 
opportunities based upon a flexible local labour market. With its mainly expanding (post- 
war) economy and population and its 'buoyant' and changing labour market, Westdown 
prývides a very appropriate setting for the study of young people's vocational strategies 
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and aspirations. If there is a good range of opportunities in Westdown, and towns like it, 
then the young people should have higher levels of optimism and increased feelings of 
control and autonomy than their counterparts in more depressed labour markets. To put 
this another way: if young people are found to experience career difficulties and a lack of 
control over their vocational pathways in Westdown, then it seen-is likely that this age 
group will also experience difficulties, perhaps more severe difficulties, in. other parts of 
the country, particularly in urbanised, inner-city areas such as East London. 
In terms of population size, Westdown grew rapidly in the 1980s and early 1990s, with 
an average population increase of 2,000 people per annum. In 1991 the total borough 
population was just under 175,000, an increase of 13 per cent on the 1981 figure 
(Westdown Trends, 1994, pp. 5-7). Approximately half of this growth was due to net 
inward n-dgration, much of this stimulated by continued local growth in employment 
opportunities, which has in particular attracted younger age groups to the area. The area 
does not have the same 'ethnic mix' as other major British towns and cities: the non-white 
ethnic minority population in 1991 stood at around 5,000, or just over 3 per cent of the 
total borough population. In the mid-1990s population growth continues at a rate 
considerably above both the regional and the national average (Westdown Trends, 1994, 
pp. 11- 14). 
Owner occupation in the borough now accounts for 73 per cent of all tenures 
(Westdown Trends, 1994, p. 17). Housing and employment patterns mean that young 
p eople (in the age group 20-24) in Westdown had a much higher propensity to form a 
household than in other parts of the country - some 27 per cent of individuals in this age 
group had 'head of household' status in 1991 (Westdown Trends, 1994, p. 21). The taking 
on of 'adult status', measured in this way, occurs sooner in Westdown than it does in 
other parts of the country. 
Walking through the centre of Westdown one could easily gain the impression of a 
'modem' town centre, with a 'modern' shopping centre, beginning to become dated and 
slightly untidy at the edges. It seems that 1960s and early 1970s optirnism, confidence and 
expansion have been replaced by 1990s realisni, uncertainty and diversity. It was not 
surprising that during the period of research in this town the local newspaper gave details 
of the borough council's intention to revamp and completely redevelop the town centre: 
in 1994 an announcement was made by the council that it would be spending half a million 
pounds on environmental improvements in the centre of the town. 
In tem-is of appearances, though, much depends upon where you are in Westdown. The 
town has a very rural hinterland and visits to the suburbs and outskirts suggest that a kind 
of de-urbanisation process has taken place. The inner, older part of the town can seem 
somewhat run down but, close by, the outskirts are characterised by new housing 
developments, modem office blocks, leisure centres and business parks with high-tech 
'qesigner' architecture. It be-comes evident that Westdown is still expanding in several 
respects, but it is also adapting and diversifying. The town, while in many respects an 
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economic 'success', - contains a number of social and economic contradictions and 
complexities. However, the young people of Westdown still, on the face of it, have good 
reason to be optimistic about their job prospects and the relative degree of control that 
they have over career choices. 
In 1994, the year when the main fieldwork began in Westdown, both the service and the 
manufacturing employment sectors in the locality experienced growth ffest(lolt, 71 
Economic Review, 1994, p. 1). Between September 1993 and September 1994 the number 
of people claiming unemployment benefit in Westdown fell by over 1,000 to a total of just 
under 6,000, thereby bringing the unemployment rate down from 7.5 per cent to 6.3 per 
cent. The rate of 6.3 per cent was well below the national average at this time (10.5 per 
cent in September 1993 and 9.0 per cent in September 1994) and below the average for 
the south-west region (8.1 per cent in September 1994) (West(lown Economic Review, 
1994, pp. 15,20). It should be noted, however, that rates of unemployment in the different 
wards of the town vary considerably, from 2.7 per cent to 14.1 per cent (p. 20). 
On the basis of a survey of local companies, the authors of the Westdown Econonlic 
Review 1994 report that "The generally buoyant picture of investment and employment 
growth during the year confirms the underlying strength and diversity of the local 
economy' (p. 5). In September 1994 43 per cent of firms stated that their general business 
situation had improved in the past 12 months (p. 7). The number of people in employment 
in, the borough rose by around 3,000 between September 1993 and September 1994, 
taking the total workforce to over 90,000 individuals (p. 11). This labour force includes 
17,000 people commuting into the borough to their workplace and approximately 10,000 
workers commute outwards each day ffest(lon, 7i Trends, 1994, p. 36). 
Given these. statistics, it is not surprising that local analysts are optimistic about 
econornic trends in Westdown for the remainder of the century: "the changes are 
encouraging in that they are helping to maintain a well balanced and mixed local economy II t=1 
and thereby strengthening it against possible adverse economic conditions" (West(lown 
Economic Review, 1994, p. 27). Another local report states that: 
Although the recession continues to have a serious impact on the local economy 
the Borough has nevertheless maintained a relatively strong economic position 
when viewed in a regional or national context. Although this relative advantage 
did fall away to some extent during the early 90s there are new signs that the ZD Borough may-be regainin( ,, that advantage as it hopefully begins to resume steady z: 1 
economic growth ffestclmv7z Trends, 1994, p. 29). 
These optimistic comments were supported by a manager at the local Training and 4ý 
Enterprise Council who, fil an infon-nal interview, summarised the local economic situation 
as follows: 'The local economy is still reasonably buoyant. Westdown is coming out of 
the recession quicker than other towns". 
I 
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By the 1990s, then, although the young people of Westdown could still expect to find tý 
employment upon leaving school or coHejge, they also needed to be adaptable in fine with CD :1 
the new requirements of employers. To an extent increased uncertainty had crept into 
young people's lives in terms of changed employment options. Expansion and growth t: 1 
were continuing but were no longer guaranteed. As in a number of towns in this area, 
predominantly male industrial cultures were being replaced by diverse, flexible, multi- 
stranded work cultures (Bassett et al., 1990, pp. 216-8). The development of a new 
4service class' was accompanied by an expansion in female employment and more part- 
time work. The school and college leavers of Westdown still have a number of economic 
opportunities available to them, but in some cases they have had to lower their aspirations 
and have had to be prepared to be flexible. 
6.2.2 Eastborouuh 
Though there are some similarities, Eastborough is very different from Westdown. The 4n 
most obvious difference is in physical/regional location. Westdown is a clearly identifiable 
iown within a predominantly agricultural county: Eastborough, on the other hand, has a 
much more urban location, placed as it is in the heart of East London. Westdown is 
therefore much more easily identifiable as a travel-to-work area, with Eastborough's 
residents generally travelling much further afield to their places of employment. It is 
virtually impossible to separate the economic characteristic of Eastborough from those of 
East London. Consequently some of the following details are based on the 'London East' 
area (the six boroughs covered by the London East Training and Enterprise Council) 
though borough-based statistics will also be provided. 
Like other parts of East London, this area has a history of multi-racial settlement. 1991 
Census data reveal that 71 per cent of people in the borough classified themselves as 
white' while over 21 per cent indicated that they belonged to other ethnic groups. The 
largest ethnic group was Indian, constituting over 10 per cent of the population. There is 
also a long established Jewish community which has been estimated at 20,000 or nearly 
9 percent of the population (Eastborough Community Care Plan, 1993/4, p. 56). Many 
of the questionnaire respondents were 'second generation' immigrants, i. e. born and bred 
in Britain but also taking on significant aspects of their culture of origin, including non- 
English languages and religious beliefs. The local economy reflected this cultural diversity: 
East London is a fascinating area full of contrasts - from the leafy suburbs of 
Upminster and Emerson Park to the deprived areas of Spitalfields and Brick Lane. 
It contains the futuristic Docklands development as well as historic Epping Forest 4D 
and the Tower of London. There are Green Belt areas, major industrial sites like 
the Ford factory at Dagenham, and a growing incursion of major financial and 
service industry businesses from the City of London (LETEC, 1993b, p. 3). 
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East London is indeed an area of contrasts and Eastborough is in a way a n-dcrocosm of 
this half of our capital city. It is a 'fairly typical' East London borough if such a thing is 
possible. At the th-ne of the research it had a resident population of just under a quarter 
of a million people. Like other urban boroughs it had been losing population (at a rate of 
about 2 per cent per annum) though the population was expected to stabilise between 
1991 and 2001. Some 38 per cent of the borough's population were of non-working age 
(Eastborough Community Care Plan, 1993/4, pp. 13-14). The borough is lar gely 
residential in nature: nearly four-fifths of households were owner-occupied and the 
proportion of local authority householders had fallen due to the 'right to buy' council 
housing policy (Eastborough Community Care Plan, 1993/4, p. 55). 
Eastborough has strong economic links with Central London, with the local economy 
being highly inter-dependent with that of Greater London and the south-east region. There 
are good rail and tube links to Central London and to the West End and a nearby 
rfiotorway link with the M25. In 1994 Eastborough had the highest proportion of any 
London borough of residents working outside the borough boundaries. This makes it less 
self-sufficient than other London boroughs and more dependent upon the City and the. 
West End. One spin-off from this is that school and college leavers can have high 
aspirations linked with 'glamorous' jobs in the City, such as high finance, advertising, 
sport and the music industry. Commuting has become a tradition so that many young 
people expect to work outside Eastborough and many positively want to do so (LETEC, 
1993b, p. 22). 
Eastborough itself had a working population of around 110,000 - though it must be 
reiterated that many residents commuted to Central London and beyond to work. The 
industrial structure of East London, like many other parts of Britain in the 1980s and 
1990s, had become more services orientated. Of the 110,000 workforce about 10 per cent 
worked in manufacturing and 84 per cent in services of one kind or another. This 
particular part of London seemed to attract small firms rather than large companies, with 
91 per cent of firms having under 25 employees (LETEC, 1993a, pp. 56,60). 
There are few industrial estates in the borough and those that do exist are relatively 
small. There are a few small manufacturing firms, including two engineering firms. Some 
national companies have administrative centres and distribution depots in the borough. 
The biggest employers are the Borough Council and the local Health Trust. British 
Telecom and North Thames Gas have offices in the area and there is also a British Rail 
depot. There are a number of supermarkets and chain stores and one major department 
store, in the new shopping centre on the High Street, opened in 1991. This new shopping 
area has given a 'new focus' to Eastborough, though many of the jobs created were part- 
time (LETEC, 1993b, pp. 22-3). 
By 1994, however, like other parts of East London, Eastborough was feeling the effects 
of recession. There was a declining labour market and this may have affected young 
people particularly badly. (When one of the tutors was told that this was a study of the 
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labour market in Eastborough, he responded with the comment "That's easy, there isn't 
one! "). It was hoped that indirect links with Docklands and the planned developments in 
the, East Thames Corridor would lead to new economic opportunities, but unemployment 
increased steadily in the early 1990s. In September 1991 the official unemployment rate 
stood at 7.9 per cent, by September 1992 this had increased to 10.1 per cent and by 
September 1993 the figure was 11.0 per cent (Eastborough Careers Office, Information 
Pack, 1994). This compared with a national unemployment rate of 10.5 per cent and a 
Greater London rate of 13.4 per cent. Unemployment rates for the area covered by the, 
London East Training and Enterprise Council increased from 11.9 per cent in 1991 to 
14.2 per cent in 1992 and 15.2 per cent in 1993 (LETEC, 1993a, p. 55). There were 
significant variations in unemployment rates across the. borough, with some wards 
experiencing rates as low as 6 per cent and others suffering an 18 per cent rate. Long term 
unemployment was becoming a problem - about a third of those unemployed in 
Eastborough had been out of work for a year or more. 
Where there were vacancies, according to the local Careers Centre Information Officer, 
these were not in areas such as banking and insurance, but were more likely to be in 
occupations such as hairdressing, travel agencies and the building industry. Good office 
jobs were relatively scarce in 1994, though there were some 'office junior' positions. 
The local econon-dc climate was continuing to cause concern at the time of the 
fieldwork. The London Chamber of Commerce reported that: 
The prolonging of the recession has meant that London continues to suffer more 
than the rest of the UK- Falling home prices, above average rises in unemployment 
and slower earnings growth act to constrain customer spending activity in London 
(reported in LETEC, 1993b, p. 40). 
Given these problems, the Borough's Careers Centre Information Officer was asked what 
was being done to help school and college leavers in the area. She stressed that over 95 
per cent of school leavers; and 75 per cent of college leavers were seen individually by the 
Careers Office. Vacancies were noted and assistance ývas given to the youngstqs to draw 
up 'action plans'. This Careers Centre Officer acknowledged that 'things were getting 
difficult' and that sometimes sexism and racism operated in the local labour market. She 
was asked if the young job-seekers she met seerned to feel in control of their occupational 
destinies and replied "Individuals can make a difference - but there are also structures. If 
you are bright you can overcome the difficulties. But race, sex, class and family 
background all matter". 
Young people in Eastborough have good transport facilities available and are close to 
the relatively huge labour market of Greater London, but by 1994 they were facing 
increasing unemployment rates, a decline in the range of vocational opportunities open to 
them and a number of other problems. These economic difficulties may well dampen down 
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the job ambitions of many young people, whatever their initial levels of optimism and self- 
confidence. 
6.3 The CoUgg-Q5 
As suggested in Chapter 5, further education, at the time of this research, was undergoing 
enormous change. Changes were occurring in the organisation of FE, in methods of 
ftinding, in employment contracts, in types of course offered and in methods and content 
of teaching. This ethos of change was present in both institutions studied, however the 
colleges and their staffs were not simply passive receptors of government demands: 
"Colleges do not have. to view themselves as powerless victims of inexorable external 
forces which are trying to change them against their will. Action at the individual college 
level can help shape the national scene" (Cook and Crook, 199 1, p. 168). Policies initiated 
at the national level by government and other bodies "are modified by factors in the local 
context and are implemented in ways which are acceptable to individual organizations" 
(Raggatt and Unwin, 1991, p. xv). Thus whilst policy as espoused is crucially important, 
it'can in some circumstances be shaped and affected by policy as enacted at the 
institutional level. 
The two colleges featured here had a number of similarities. They were both FE (as 
opposed to 'tertiary' or 'technical' colleges), they both served large numbers of students, 
both had something of an emphasis on vocational courses and both were in the process 
of bringing new types of courses, such as GNVQs, on strearri. There were, however, some 
irnportant differences between these two institutions, as the following summaries show. 
6.3.1 Wg5tdown College 
Westdown College has been in existence for over 100 years and is one. of the country's 
largest Colleges of Further Education. In 1994 it had over 2,000 full-time students and 
over 20,000 part-time students, including those taking evening classes. The college 
operates on two sites: one near the, centre of the town and another about half a Mile away. 
Both sites have good access to transport connections. The college has expanded 
considerably throughout the century and the buildings are a mixture of old and new. The 
mission statement stresses that the college aims "to provide a comprehensive programme 
of high quality education and training services to the communities which we serve' 
(College Charter, 1994195). 
The college exists in a fairly competitive local educational environment, though it has 
the advantage of a well-established tradition of providing for post-16 educational needs 
in the town. Indeed it seen-is likely that in the near future it will expand into higher 
education, whilst at the sarrx-, time developing its ftirther education provision. Some of the 
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local schools have sixth forms and there is also a sixth form college in the town, though 
this latter seems to serve mainly 'academic' students. Westdown College attracts students 
from the town itself, from the rural hinterland and villages beyond, and even from 
neighbouring counties. In the past schools in the area have not had particularly good 
4staying on' rates (at 16) mainly because there were reasonably good employment 
opportunities for the school leaver and the local culture amongst young people positively 
encouraged going to work and taking home a pay packet as a means of acquiring adult 
status. 
The courses on offer include a range of GCSEs and A levels, along with NVQs, newly 
developed GNVQs and a number of 'Access' courses. Many of these can be taken full- 
time during the day or part-time in evening classes. The college has "a well deserved 
international reputation in Engineering Technology" and "an international reputation in 
Art and Desigrf '(College Information Sheet, 1993). It also claim an 'enviable' national 
standing in a range of other subjects including Community Care, Beauty Therapy, 
Catering, Leisure and Recreation and Construction. 
The college curriculum has a vocational emphasis and the institution has something of 
a history of vocational training and preparation. It educates and trains employees for over 
2,000 companies and organisations each year. "As the main provider of vocational and 
professional training Westdown College has established particularly strong links with 
industry" (College Information Sheet, 1993). The college has a team of employer liaison 
specialists led by a Business Development Manager: "Programmes have been designed in 
conjunction with local employers to ensure that students are fully equipped to meet the 
needs of their chosen career, and the needs of the new technological era" (College 
Information Leaflet, 1994). The college offers a 'consultancy' service to companies and 
expresses a willingness to 'customise' training programmes and to deliver these at venues 
convenient to employers. 
The. management team consists of a Principal, Vice-Principal and eight 'Faculty 
Directors', each faculty having three or. four 'divisions' or subject areas. There are 
separate Directorates for Student Services and Marketing and Business Development. The 
college is an accredited 'Investor in People' and has an Equal Opportunities policy. 
There is a strong pastoral and welfare system to support students. Each student has a 
personal tutor and a 'learning programme'. This is a planned programme of learning to 
meet student needs 'for personal development, employment or further study' (College 
Chat-ter 1994195). A 'Learning Agreement' is signed by both the student and the personal 
tutor. Provision for students includes a programme of recreational, cultural and welfare 
activities, a bookshop, a comprehensive welfare and counselling service (with five trained 
counsellors), careers guidance, support for speakers of languages other than English and 
a range of childcare facilities. 
In terms of resources and physical facilities the college provides everything you would 
expect for an institution of this size. There are numerous workshops, laboratories, 
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computer suites, studios and a training restaurant. Each college site has a refectory and 
a library/study area. There is also a new Management Centre which is used for 
conferences and external events, as well as for college purposes. 
in tern-is of careers guidance, students are prorriised access to 'confidential, unbiased 
advice' throughout their studies: 
Careers guidance is provided by experienced staff in all departments. The college 
also enjoys the services of Careers Advisers provided by the [County] Careers and 
Guidance Service who are available to see students on college premises. All 
students complete a survey form to identify the careers advice they have already 
received; and what further guidance they need. Personal interviews can be 
arranged through a simple appointment systen-L.. (College Infonnation Leaflet, 
1994). 
The county careers advisers are actually located in one of the college buildings, though 
they are not officially part of the college set up. Students have easy access to careers 
advice, but they have to be pro-active in seeking information from the careers personnel. 
In some respects Westdown College dominates the town. Its buildings are located in 
prominent positions and large numbers of young people and adults have some experience 
of or connection with the college. As the main college in quite a considerable geographical 
area it was understandably looking to expand its student numbers in a variety a ways, 
including more 'basic skills' training and a further expansion in access and adult education 
courses. In many respects the college is a reflection of the 'buoyant' and expanding town 
in which it is located. 
6. ', 3.2 Eastborough College 
Eastborough College opened in the late 1960s and is located on a green field site in the 
heart of an East London borough. The main two-storey building accommodates most of 
the classrooms, but there are a number of additional buildings, including a sports hall and 
five 'huts' for overflow classes. There are plans tdextend the main building as student 
numbers increase. At the time of the research the college had over 1,000 full-time students 
and 5,000 part-time students, including those who attended evening classes. There were 
approximately 100 full-time and 150 part-time teaching staff. The aim of the college, 
according to its mission statement is "to serve the local community by promoting the 
intellectual and personal development of young people and adults" (College Recruitment 
Pack, 1993). 
The college exists in a very competitive environment. While most of the surrounding 
boroughs have 11-16 systems of secondary education, Eastborough has mainly 11-18 
schools (including two grammar schools) and the college is competing directly with local 
school sixth forms as well as with other colleges in East London. There was sometimes 
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a 'problem of access' to 16-year-olds in some parts of the borough, but on the whole the 
college was managing to maintain and improve its popularity in terms of student numbers 
and there were plans for expansion. 
East London as a whole has traditionally had a relatively low proportion of 16-year-olds 
continuing in education at school or college. This was due to a number of factors 
including the following: 
" the existence of a traditional working class community in many areas 
" the tendency of city firms to recruit 16-year-olds 
" the lack of a 'higher education culture' 
" the number of poor fan-fflies 
" the supply of reasonably well-paid jobs (LETEC, 1993b, p. 35). 
From the late 1980s, however (later than in other parts of the country), there has been a 
trend towards staying on at 16 and at 18 years of age. This was due to the effects of the 
recession, increasing youth unemployment, the removal of the entitlement to 
unemployment benefit of people under 18, and a number of other factors. Consequently 
the 'staying on' rate (of 16-year-olds) in Eastborough by 1993 had reached 78 per cent 
from around 40 per cent in 1985. In 1991 only 7 per cent of 16-year-olds went directly 
into employment and 8 per cent went straight into unemployment (LETEC, 1993b, pp. 36- 
9). This trend of increased staying on seems likely to continue into the late 1990s. 
At the time of the research Eastborough College, with an annual budget of around E6m, 
offered GCSEs and A levels in a large range of subjects, NVQs (at all three levels), and, 
from September 1993, GNVQ courýes, initially in Business and Leisure and Tourism. It 
also offered six 'Access' courses (with 'distance learning' packs), a number of BTEC 
courses and a diverse range of part-time, recreational and sporting activities. A College 
Factsheet (1993) listed the main college specialisms as adult and continuing education, 
GCSEs and A levels, supportive education, English as a Foreign Language, Catering, 
Electronics, Computing, Caring, Hair and Beauty, Languages, Business Studies, 
Construction and Fashion. Units of curriculum provision are grouped into progranu-ne 
areas, each led by a team leader. 
Frorn this list of specialisms it can be seen that the college has something of an emphasis 
on vocational courses, although a range of academic options were available too, including 
A levels in 15 subjects. 'The majority of the work of the college is directed towards work 
related vocational provision... Training in marketable skills is provided for those seeking 
employment" (College Plan 1993-96, p. 3). The requirements of local industry have been 
catered for through the delivery of tailor made courses and by the provision of day-release 
modules. There are also plans to develop further provision for the'unemployed. 
An important characteristic of Eastborough College is its position as 'a regional centre 
of excellence' for students with learning difficulties and disabilities (College Factsheet, 
1993). The college has made a special feature of "helping those whose education has 
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fallen behind schedule as a result of illness or disability.. We can provide help for those 
whose sight, hearing or mobility is impaired and we can arrange tailor made tuition if 
required. " (College Prospectus, 1994, p. 13). Every attempt is made to integrate disabled 
students into all aspects of college life. In addition to this the college has a clearly-stated 
Equal Opportunities policy and is a "preferred" provider with students from ethnic 
minorities. For example, 36 per cent of students in 1992f93 had an 'Indian sub-continent' 
background (College Plait 1993-96, p. 3). 
According to a College Factsheet (1993) 73 per cent of full-time students in 1992/3 
were aged 16 to 19 and 65 per cent of full-time students lived in the borough, with 34 per 
cent travelling in from neighbouring East London boroughs. Each student has a personal 
tutor and a 'comprehensive' range of welfare and counselling services is provided. 
Facilities at the college site include a 'Flexible Learning Workshop', where technical and 
basic skills can be upgraded, a number of computer rooms, a 'Learning Resources 
Centre', a well-used sports hall, refectory, bookshop and creche. 
Students at the college are served by a Careers Guidance Unit attached to the library. 
This has seven members of staff, though on most days there are likely to be two advisers 
actually in attendance. The unit houses an extensive careers library and careers-related 
databases, including the NVQ Database, 'Microdoors' (which matches qualifications and 
interests to career opportunities) and 'ECCTIS 2000' (information about 66,000 higher 
education courses). To some extent the students' use of the careers Unit depends upon 
their developing and following an 'action plan' and the levels of encouragement provided 
by personal tutors. The action plan is formulated at the beginning of the year and is part 
of the Student Record of Achievement. This plan will include a vocational aspirations 
element and/or higher education plans. Individual students can arrange interviews with 
careers advisers or can use the unit on a 'drop in' basis. 
Many of the. students who used the Careers Unit seemed already to have their career 
plans worked out (probably because of the strongly vocational nature of the college). 
Additionally, it was estimated that about 70 per cent of the student population would 
enter higher education, so much of the advice concerned application procedures and 
university prospectuses. It seemed to the unit staff that NVQs and GNVQs were 
beginning to be accepted as appropriate credentials by higher education establishments. 
Some frustration was expressed by one member of staff that students were not referred 
often enough by the personal and course tutors. The feeling was that there was a 'good 
system' in place, but not enough use was made of it. 
6.4 - Characteristics of the Sample 
In terms of the questionnaire sample the aim was to feature a cross-section of at least 100 
fuh-tirrie students from each of the two colleges (this represents about a5 per cent sample 
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of the West Country college and about 10 per cent of the East London college, given their 
full-thrie student populations). Since the study is partly concerned with student 
perceptions of 'new vocationalism' the emphasis is on vocational groups, especially 
BTECs, GNVQs and NVQs, with additionally one 'A' level group from each college used 
for comparative purposes. Details of the actual groups featured in the questionnaire phase 
are shown in Table 6.1. 
Table 6.1 - Questionnaire Samples by Subject Group 
Westdown College (Questionnaires completed between November 1994 and 
March 1995) 
GrouplSubject Level No. of 
Students 
Beauty Tlierapy NVQ Level 2 15 
Leisure and Recreation NVQ Levels 2/3 3 
Admin. /Secretarial NVQ Level 2 11 
Business GNVQ Advanced 20 
Catering and Hospitality BTF-C National Diploma 12 
Engineering/Design BTEC National Diploma 27 
Mixed Tutorial A Levels 7 
Computer tudies BTEC NaUonal Diploma 24 
TOTAL SAMPLE 119 
Eastborough Colleg e (Questionnai es completed between Apri 1 and June 1995) 
GrouplSubject Level 
I 
No. of 
Students 
Computer Studies BTEC National Diploma 10 
Informafion Technology GNVQ Intermediate 6 
Engineering BTEC Nadonal Diploma 11 
Beauty Therapy NVQ Level 2 14 
Business/Admin. NVQ Level 3/GNVQ Adv. 6 
Catering and Hospitality NVQ Level 2 13 
Business GNVQ Advanced 13 
Leisure and Tourism GNVQ Intermediate 19 
oclo ogy A Level 12 
TOTAL SAMPLE 
---LqL---j 
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There were thus six 'core' groups for the questionnaire phase, i. e. subject groups 
featured in both colleges: NVQ Beauty Therapy, NVQ Business/Administration, GNVQ 
Business Advanced, BTEC Catering and Hospitality, BTEC Computer Studies and BTEC 
Engineering/Design. It can be seen that there was a very close match across the two 
colleges in terms of subjects, groups and levels, indeed a much closer correspondence than 
might have been anticipated in the early stages of a study featuring two Merent FE 
colleges in contrasting locations. 
The interview sample consisted of 23 students. Following the questionnaire phase up 
to four students from each group (aged 16-19) were selected at randorn. These students 
were sent a letter, via their tutors, asking if they would be willing to take part in a group 
interview. A follow up letter was sent if necessary. At Eastborough College the Catering 
and Hospitality and Business/Administration groups were not approached for interview 
because most of the students had left the college by the time the interview phase was 
underway- instead students from GNVQ Information Technology and GNVQ Leisure and 
Tourism were approached. In all 44 students were asked if they were willing to take part 
in. the interviews: 27 replied positively, 2 replied negatively and 15 did not reply at all 
(sometimes non-response was due to the fact that the student had left the college by the 
time the letter was sent). Parental permission was also sought if the students were under 
18, years of age. A total of 23 students actually took part in the interview sessions (Table 
6.2). 
Some of the characteristics of the larger questionnaire sample can be surnmarised from 
infon-nation provided on the front page of the questionnaire: following a short note about 
the purposes of the research, respondents were asked to specify their name, age, sex and 
nationality. 13 respondents out of the total sample of 223 did not provide their name: 
these individuals nevertheless happily completed the remainder of the questionnaire. Their 
an onymity, however, meant that they could not be included in the sampling frame for the 
interview phase since it would be difficult, if not impossible, to contact thent 
In terms of age Westdown respondents were on average slightly younger than their 
Eastborough counterparts, with averages of 18 years 5 months and 19 years 1 month 
respectively. The average age for the whole sample was 18 years 9 months. It should be 
noted that the questionnaire samples did include some respondents over the age of 19 
years. This was because although Heads of FacultY/Tutors were initially asked for subject 
groups 'predon-dnantly aged 16-19' it was inevitable that some, groups would contain a 
few older students. It would obviously have been unfair, impolite and impractical to have 
asked these more mature individuals to leave the classroom for the questionnaire 
completion session and in any case their views provide a useful comparison with those of 
the younger students. The proportions of the samples aged over 19 years were 6.7 per 
ceRt in Westdown College (8 students) and 22.1 per cent in Eastborough College (23 
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students): taking the sample as a whole, 86.1 per cent of the respondents were aged 16 
to 19 years and a further 4.0 per cent were 20 years of age at the time the questionnaire 
was issued. Table 6.3 provides full details of the age structures of the two samples. 
Table 6.2 - Interview Samples by College and Gro 
Westdown College - Group A Eastborough College - Group A 
Charles 19 GNVQ Business (2) Anthony 18 BTEC Computing (3) 
Curtis 19 GNVQ Business (1) Jeff 20 BTEC Computing (3) 
Eileen 16 NVQ Admin/Sec. (2) Rita 18 GNVQ Info. Tech (2) 
Elizabeth 17 BTEC Computing (3) Sandip 16 GNVQ Business (2) 
Karen 16 NVQ Admin/Sec. (2) Serena 20 GNVQ Info. Tech (1) 
Natalie 19 GNVQ Business (3) 
Rosemary 18 GNVQ Business (1) 
Susan 18 NVQ Admin/Sec. (2) 
Westdown College - Group B Eastborough College - Grou2 B 
Angela 18 NVQ Beauty Therapy (1) Jonathan 16 GNVQ Leisure (3) 
Gemma 17 NVQ Beauty Therapy (1) Phil 17 GNVQ Leisure (3) 
Justin 16 BTEC Catering (1) Russell 16 GNVQ Leisure (3) 
Martina 17 BTEC Catering (2) Wayne 20 GNVQ Leisure (2) 
Richard 17 BTEC Engineering (1) 
Ro, aer 16 BTEC Engineering (1) 
NOTES: 
(1) Names have been changed to preserve anonymity/confidentiality. 
(2) Details of age and group are provided. The number in brackets indicates how many interviews the 
respondent actually took part in. 
(3) Westdown Group B took part in 2 (longer) interv iews rather than 3 because of work experience and 
examination commitments. 
Within the college samples there was a fairly even division between the sexes. The sample 
as a whole included I 10 females (49.3 per cent) and 113 males (50.7 per cent) (Table 
6.4). 
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Table 6.3 - Questionnaire Sampl Age Structure 
Westdown Eastborough Whole Sa le 
Age No. % No. % No. % Cum% 
Not Stated 1 0.8 1 1.0 2 0.9 0.9 
16 22 18.5 14 13.5 36 1 
- 
16.1 17.0 
17 41 34.5 30 28.8 71 31.8 48.9 
18 34 28.6 25 24.0 59 26.5 75.3 
19 13 10.9 11 10.6 24 10.8 86.1 
20 2 1.7 71 6.7 9 4.0 90.1 
Over 20 6- 
F 
5.0 
1 
16 
1 
15.4 
- 
22 9.9 
Totals 1191 100.0 
[ 
104 
1 
LO): O:: 0] 
[ 
223 
1 
100.0 
Table 6.4 - Questionnaire Sample: Sex Distribution 
Female Male Totals 
No. % No. % No. 
Westdown 60. 50.4 59 49.6 119 
Eastborough 1 50 1 48.1 1 54 1 51.9 1 104 
Whole Sample 
1 
110 
1 
49.3 
1 
113 
1 
50.7 
1 
22 
The Beauty Therapy and Administration/Secretar7ial groups (in both colleges) were 
exclusively female and the Engineering/Design groups (in both colleges) were exclusively 
male. All other groups were mixed. The majority of the II interview sessions featured a 
mixture of males and females: the exact composition depended upon the random selection 
of the interview sample and who actually attended the interview session. Eastborough 
Group B, however, consisted entirely of males and on one occasion Westdown Group B 
consisted exclusively of female students. 
The qu estionnaire sample had something of an international flavour, with 20 different 
nationalities declared in all. Not surprisingly, the East London college had the greater 
range of ethnic diversity. In Eastborough College 77.9 per cent of the sample described 
themselves as 'British' compared to 93.3 per cent in Westdown College (Table 6.5). 
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Table 6.5 - Questionnaire Sample: Nationalities 
Westdown Eastb rough OveraU 
No. % No. % No. % 
British 111 93.3 81 77.9 192 86.1 
Other 
I Nationalities 
8 
I 
6.7 23 
I 
22.1 31 I 1 
Using data provided by the respondents and their tutors a provisional analysis of ethnic 
characteristics was made. A clear difference in the ethnic composition of the two samples 
emerged, reflecting the different catchment areas of the student populations. VA&t only 
5.9 per cent of the Westdown student sample were from 'non-white' groups, the. 
equivalent figure for Eastborough was 42.3 per cent (see Table 6.6). These differences 
were also reflected in the inter-view samples: none of the Westdown participants were 
from ethnic minority groups, whereas four of the Eastborough interviewees described 
themselves as Black or Asian. Coincidentally, all four of these students were in the same 
interview group (Group A). 
Table 6.6 - Questionnai Sample-. Ethizic Gi-oups 
Westdown Eastb rough Overall 
No. % No. % No. % 
White (British) 107 89.9 51 49.0 158 70.9 
White (Other) 5 4.2 9 8.7 14 6.3 
Ethnic Minorities 
(Black, Asian, etc) 
7 5.9 44 42.3 51 22.9 
Totals 119 F1 -00.0 104 1 100ýO 223 
Eastborough College is located in a London Borough which historically has been home 
to a number of diverse ethnic groups. In addition, it appears that the college has become 
popular with local ethnic minorities (since incorporation in 1992) on the basis of 'word 
of mouth' and personal recommendations within these groups. This means that, although 
the ethnic make-up of this college is not radically different to that of other London FE 
colleges, the ethnic dimension is rather significant here. Factors linked with ethnic 
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associations rnay have had an effect on students' outlooks and opinions and this needs to 
be borne in n-dnd in the data analysis. Further discussion of ethnicity and student 
perceptions of their courses and coHeges is provided in Section 8.4. 
6.5 Student Backgrounds 
6.5.1 The Questionnaire Sample 
The questionnaire was divided into three sections based on the student's past experiences 
(P art I- Your Background), present experiences (Part II - Your Present Situation) and 
future expectations (Part III - Your Plans jor the Future). From the details provided in 
Part I it is possible to map out the backgrounds of the 223 students who completed the 
survey, including districts of residence, schooling histories, qualification levels upon entry 
to college and employment histories. Since the present study ain-is mainly to provide 
details of the students' college experiences these background patterns are summarised 
only briefly, but they do provide some indications of the students' pre- 16 contexts and 
their aspirations upon entry into the FE sector. 
, 
Residential patterns suggest that the Westdown students tended to be more 'local' to 
the college, with over 80 per cent living in Westdown borough. Just over half of the East 
London respondents lived in the same borough as the college, with over a third of 
students recruited from other London boroughs. However, these patterns are not really 
comparable because. of the different characteristics of the two boroughs involved. With 
better transport facilities and a more compact physical area it is not surprising that greater 
numbers of the Eastborough respondents came from outside the borough (Table 6.7) 
Table 6.7 - Questionnaire Sample: Patte is of Residence 
Westdown Eastb rough 
Residence No. % Residence No. % 
In the Borougb 96 80.7 In the Borougb 55 52.9 
Elsewhere in the 
County 
10 
_ 
8.4 Elsewhere in East 
London 
37 35.6 
Outsidethe ounty 8 6.7 Outside East London 2 1.9 
Not Stated 5 4.2 Not Stated 10 9.6 
Totals 119 100.0 Totals 104 100.0 
138 
A similar pattern is revealed in the information provided about schooling at age 11 to 
16: 79.0 per cent of the Westdown respondents had attended schools in the Westdown 
borough whereas only 45.2 per cent of the East London respondents had attended schools 
in Eastborough. This suggests that Eastborough College was having to work particularly 
hard to recruit students from outside the immediate locality, though bothcolleges were 
being pushed to reach goverrm-Pent targets for student numbers and both faced competition 
from sixth forrns in their respective areas. Increasingly the colleges were trying to recruit 
adults as well as the 16-18-year-old population: Westdown College was actively 
promoting its 'access' courses and Eastborough had a long history of encouraging adult 
returners onto their courses. 
In terms of qualifications upon entry to the college, the Westdown respondents had on 
average higher levels of ME qualifications (Table 6.8). This is, however, at least partly 
a reflection of the different types of courses on offer at the two institutions and their 
different local and historical contexts. Taking the sample as a whole, 28.7 per cent had 5 
or more GCSE qualifications at 'good' grades (grades A-C) and 52.5 per cent of the 
sample had at least 3 GCSEs of these grades. 
Table 6.8 - Questionnaire Sample: School Qualific tions 
Westdown Eastborough Whol Sample 
Qualifications No. % No. % No. % 
5 or more GCSEs at grades A-C 48 40.3 16 15.4 64 28.7 
3-4 GCSEs at Grades A-C 32 26.9 21 20.2 53 23.8 
1-2 GCSEs at Grades A-C 25 21.0 32 30.8 57 25.6 
GCSEs, none at grade C or above 11 9.2 23 22.1 34 15.2 
Not Stated 3 2.5 12 11.5 15 6.7 
, 
FTot; 
s 119 100.40 100-0 223 100.0] 
The survey sample as a whole had relatively little experience of job-seeking or training 
programmes. Only 19 (16.0 per cent) of the Westdown respondents and 25 (24.0 per 
cent) of the Eastborough students had ever applied for a full-tin-r- job and of these 44 who 
had applied for jobs only 16 had been offered a post. 12 (11.5 per cent) of the 
Eastborough respondents had applied for 5 or more jobs, suggesting that there was a 
minority in this sample who had opted for a college course because of failure to find 
employment at age 16. Only 4 (3.4 per cent) of the 119 Westdown respondents had 
applied for 5 or more jobs. Similarly, only 10 of the Westdown respondents (8.4 per cent) 
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and 9 of the Eastborough respondents (8.7 per cent) had ever applied for a place on a 
training programme, such as YTS. Likewise only 10 of the Westdown sample (8.4 per 
cent) and 4 of the Eastborough sample (3.8 per cent) had applied for a formal 
apprenticeship. The two samples here reflect the national trend of increasing numbers of 
16-year-olds going into post-compulsory education rather than directly into employment 
or training. 
6.5.2 The Interview SaMple 
As indicated in the previous section, 23 students actually took part in the group 
interviews. 7 respondents participated in three interview sessions, 8 in two sessions and 
8 in one session: attendance depended upon a number of factors including exan-driation 
commitments, work experience requirements, whether or not details of the session had 
been passed on by tutors and the motivation of the student to attend. Most tutors did their 
utmost to encourage their students to attend and overall, given the various commitments 
of staff and students and the time requirements of examinations, coursework and work 
placements, the level of participation was pleasing. 
, 
Since the qualitative data produced from the interviews have been given special 
importance in the following sections (because they represent detailed student viewpoints) 
brief 'profiles' of the students who took part in the interviews are provided below (see 
also Table 6.2). 
Westdown Respondents - Group A 
Charles was aged 19 at the time of the interview. He had left school with several GCSEs, 
three at grades A-C, and had a spell in another college before commencing the GNVQ 
Busintss (Advanced) course at Westdown. He expected to be in a full-time job in a year's 
time. 
Curtis was also aged 19 and had also started (but not finished) a course at another 
college. He had left school with a good set of GCSE grades (6 at grades A-C), but had 
changed his mind about possible careers a number of times. Options mentioned included 
the Royal Marines, insurance broking or the legal profession. He hoped to go on to 
university upon completing the GNVQ Business (Advanced) course. 
Eileen was one of three females in the group from the Administration/Secretarial NVQ 
course. Aged 16 she had experienced part-time employment in a hotel. After college she 41; ý hoped to enter ftill-time secretarial employme-nt, but acknowledged that she might have 
to, take temporary positions initially. Eileen possessed 8 high-grade GCSEs. 
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Elizabeth, aged 17, was the only female in the BTEC Computing group and this group's 
only representative in the interviews. Whereas most of the other members of the 
discussion group were expecting to be in employment in a year's time, Elizabeth was 
determined to go to university and eventually into a career in computing as a programmer 
or analyst. She travelled to Westdown college daily from outside the county and had 
chosen the course because of her interest in computing. Elizabeth was the best qualified 
member of this group with 9 GCSEs at grades A-C. 
Karen was one of the quieter members of the Admin. /Secretarial group. Aged 16, she had 
6 high grade GCSEs and has planned to seýk employment in a secretarial capacity since Z:, 
secondary school. She had chosen to go to Westdown College. because it 'had a good 
reputation'. 
Natalie chose the GNVQ Business course because it 'looked interesting' and because the 
college was close to her home. She was anxious not to take the traditional A level 
academic route to a career. Aged 19 at the time of the interview, she was articulate and, 
by her own admission, was 'sometimes outspoken'. 
Rosemary had chosen the GNVQ Business course because, like Natalie, she wanted an 
alternative to A levels. She felt she would not have done so weU on a more acaderydc 
programme and wanted a qualification that was 'more vocational'. Aged 18, she 
possessed 4 high grade GCSEs. At the time of the interview she did not have any clear 
idea of what career to foUow, but stated that she was enjoying the GNVQ course. 
Susan was perhaps the most 'vocal' and articulate member of this discussion group. She 
seemed more mature than her 18 years and was often seen by other members of the 
Admin. /Secretarial group as their 'spokesperson'. She was well qualified, with 6 high 
grade GCSEs and stated on her questionnaire that 'I haven't got a clue about what I want 
to do after college'. A spell 'temping' seemed to be a possibility. 
Westdown Respondents - Group B 
Angela. Aged 18, Angela was one of two respondents from the Beauty Therapy group. 
She travelled from outside the county to the college each day and had 6 GCSEs at grades 
D-F. She had a part-time job as a cashier and expected to be in full-time employment in 
a year's time, though not necessarily in the Beauty Therapy field. 
G, emma, 17, was also from the Beauty Therapy group. She possessed 3 GCSEs at grades 
A-C and chose to do this particular NVQ because the college provided a good deal of 
information on the subject and the. course 'sounded interesting'. She was unsure about her 
career plans and felt that she might opt for a training scheme upon completion of the 
college course. 
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Justin, aged 16, was very well qualified with 8 high grade GCSEs. He had a clear idea 
of what he wanted to do upon completion of his education - to work as a chef on a ship 
or. in a restaurant. He en oyed the BTEC Hotel and Catering course and had found the j 
work experience placement very useful. 
Martina was also on the BTEC Hotel and Catering course. Aged 17, her 6 GCSE-passes 
ranged from grade B to grade. E. She. was enjoying the course which had a local reputation 
of being 'hard to get on to'. She worked part-time as a waitress and had ambitions to 
work in hotel management. 
Richard. Aged 17 at the time of the interview, Richard had left school with 3 GCSEs at 
grades A-C and was detern-dned to eventually work as an engineer, possibly in the Royal 
Air Force. He had found the BTEC Engineering course useful, but was critical of some 
of the assessment procedures and of certain teaching styles used by the tutors. He was an 
articulate and confident member of the discussion group. 
R! 2gf, r- was also from the BTEC Engineering group. He travelled to the college from 
another town in the county and had a fam-ling background. Aged 16, he possessed 8 high 
grade GCSEs. He had been planning to be an engineer for a number of years, but had 
recently switched his interest from mechanical engineering towards computer aided 
design. 
Eastborough College - Group A 
Anthony. Aged 18, Anthony had experienced 'social difficulties' at school, but was now 
becoming more confident and more articulate. He had joined the BTEC Computing course 
with a wide range of GCSEs (grades B to E). He was unsure about the precise nature of 
his career ambitions, but felt that he would like to work with computers in some capacity. 
Rff'a family originally came to Britain from Nigeria. He travelled daily to Eastborough 
ft 
, orn another 
London borough: this was partly so that he could avoid 'friends' nearer 
home who tended to divert him from his studies! Aged 20, as well as doing the BTEC 
Computing course full-time he also worked night shifts at a local supermarket. He hoped 
eventually to be either a lawyer or a computer analyst. 
Rita was a n-yernber of the newly set up GNVQ Information Technology group. Aged 18, 
she had originally wanted to be an air hostess, but now aimed for a job in computing. She 
had attended school in Tanzania, her family's home country. She was pleased with the 
education and advice she was receiving at the college. Zý 
Sand. i. p. Aged 16 and from an Asian background, Sandip was articulate and always willing 
to express an opinion. She had joined the GNVQ Business (Advanced) group with a good 
set of GCSEs, mostly at high grades. She had heard a good deal about GNVQs and had 
deliberately opted for this course as an alternative to A levels. By her own admission her 
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social life was important, but she also worked hard so as to achieve creditable 
qualifications and, eventuaRy, employment in a business or administrative environment. 
Serena. Aged 20, Serena lived with her husband close to the college. Her family was 
originally from Mauritius. She was well qualified with 2A levels and a number of high 
GCSE grades. She was at the time of the interviews looking for employment'and would 
leave the GNVQ IT course if she could find a suitable position. Her experiences of job- 
seeking led her to express strong opinions about the attitudes of some local employers 
towards ethnic and gender characteristics. 
Fastborough College - Group B 
All these students were from the GNVQ Leisure and Tourism (Intermediate) group: the 
tutor had expressed a desire that they should aU be interviewed in the same time slot 
because of work/course demands. They were therefore treated as one discussion group - 
but in this group, unlike the other three interview groups, the discussants all knew each 
other before the inter-views commenced. 
. Tonathan. Aged 16, Jonathan had a number of GCSEs at grades D and E. He was 
enjoying the course and found the period of work experience very useful. He hoped after 
college to teach or to be a sports coach, with work in the travel industry as another 
possibility. 
Phil. Aged 17, Phil was a talented sportsman, having played junior cricket at county level. 
He possessed mainly lower grade GCSEs. Originally he had hoped to be a sports 
professional, but would now be. content with coaching or working in the leisure industry. 
Russell. Aged 16, Russell attended school in a neighbouring borough and possessed 
middle to lower grade GCSEs. He has always been interested in sport (his father was a 
professional footballer) and he chose his present course because of its sports content. He 
had experienced a variety of part-time jobs, but was n6t sure of his career plans dther than 
that he had a desire to work in the sports or leisure areas. 
Wayne. Two to three years older than the rest of the group, Wayne was vocal, confident, 
independent and always willing to give an opinion. He had experienced employment for 
two years before starting at the college and was active in the local athletics club. At school 
he had planned to be a mechanic (his GCSEs were at grades D to F) but was now hoping 
to work in a travel agency or as a sports coach. 
These profiles are of course selective in terms of the detail included, but it is to be hoped 
that they provide a basic picture of the interviewees' backgrounds. Comments made in the 
interviews provide supplementary indications of the characteristics and personalities of the 
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respondents. Although there are 23 individuals here we should not lose sight of the 
common framework within which they were working: all these respondents were in the 
same age group, all were on vocational courses in a college of further education and the 
great majority were expecting to enter the world of work, in one form or another, in the 
next one or two years. 
6.6 Local Contexts Compared 
This chapter has moved the focus of this thesis from national policies on vocational 
education and training to local employment and educational contexts. It has also 
commenced examination of the data by outlining the major characteristics of both the 
questionnaire sample and the interview sample. In this way the chapter has taken the 
emphasis from national structures to local contexts and then to the student groups. Thus 
it should now be possible to see how local structures, including the local labour market 
and patterns based on social characteristics such as gender and ethnicity, might impinge 
upon these students' career hopes. 
The two research settings have a number of similarities: they are both relatively urban, 
they have large service sector employment, and they are not dissimilar in size. Beyond 
these similarities, however, there are a number of important contrasts. The key differences 
between the two boroughs can be summarised as follows: 
- While Westdown is a clearly identifiable- town (and also a clearly identifiable travel-to- 
work area and labour market), Eastborough is swallowed up by the large, urban sprawl 
of East London. This makes the latter interdependent with other parts of London and less 
of a self-contained geographical/econorydc area. 
* The social characteristics of the two areas are somewhat different, particularly in terms 
of ethnic groupings. Over 21 per cent of the population in Eastborough compared to Only 
3 per cent in Westdown described themselves as belonging to ethnic minorities. The 
difference is even more significant in tern-is of the college samples: 42 per cent of the 
Eastborough questionnaire sample described themselves as belonging to ethnic minority 
groups compared to just 6 per cent at Westdown College. 
* There were also important demographic differences between the two boroughs. 
Population was continuing to increase in Westdown and Eastborough was still losing 
population in a process of de-urbanisation. 
a 
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* At the time of the research unemployment rates were increasing in Eastborough, but 
decreasing in Westdown. In September 1994 the official unemployment rate in Westdown 
was 6.3 per cent, whereas in Eastborough it was 11.5 per cent. The national 
unemployment rate at this time was 9.0 per cent. It seems that, by this measure, the 
Westdown local economy was pulling out of the recession whereas the Eastborough 
labour market was feeling its (delayed) effects. 
* In econon-de terms Westdown was stiH expanding at the time of the research, whereas 
Eastborough, according to many indicators, was in decline. The former stiH had a fairly 
buoyant labour market, whilst the latter was facing a decIine in the numbers and types of 
jobs available. In terms of the next few years, optirrdsm in the reports of Westdown 
econornic groups and organisations can be contrasted with the rather pessimistic 
predictions provided by similar groups in Eastborough. 
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Part TV - Policy as Fxperienced 
Part IV focuses upon 'policy as experienced' through a presentation and analysis of the 
data collected by means of the questionnaires and the group interviews. The opinions, 
attitudes and beliefs of the young people featured in the study are given a central place in 
this part of the thesis on the basis that their actual experiences of FE colleges, vocational 
courses and associated careers guidance activities should throw considerable light upon 
the strengths and weaknesses of current VET policies and may provide some important 
pointers for future policy considerations. The three chapters that make up Part IV draw 
upon both the quantitative questionnaire data and the qualitative interview responses as 
appropriate. This chapter begins the data analysis by reporting on the findings relating to 
the young people's experiences of college life, along with their opinions on vocational 
guidance offered pre- and post- 16. Chapters 8 and 9 explore the data for manifestations 
of 'structure' and 'agency' respectively and comment upon the relative contributions of 
these two types of influences on the young people's experiences. 
Cibapter Seven - Data Analysis: College Experiences and Vocational Guidance 
7,1 Levels of Satisfaction With the College 
At all stages of this research a primary concern has been to work u4th the college staff and 
with the students in the hope that some -of the information generated, even if only 
indirectly, will be useful to both these groups. Feedback was an important part of the 
process, including feedback to the students in the interviews and return visits to the 
colleges to dissen-dnate general findings to the college staff. In passing information to 
tutors great care was taken to present this information in a generalised (and constructive) 
way, so as to preserve the anonymity of individual respondents. 
-One source of useful information in this respect Nýas an open question at the beginning 
of Part II of the questionnaire which asked the students to explain briefly why they chose 
their particular college and course options. Some respondents did not answer, but the 
majority provided at least one. reason for their choice of college. These responses were 
coded in accordance with the list of factors/reasons shown in Table 7.1 below. 
Respondents could provide as many reasons as they wished, but very few suggested more 
than two factors, so only the first two reasons suggested by each respondent were coded 
in this way. 
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Table 7.1 - Reasomfor Student Choice of Col elCourse 
Westdown Eastborough Whole Sample 
No. 
(n= 119) 
% No. 
(n= 104) 
% No. 
(n=223) 
% 
Locality/neamess to home 38 31.9 40 38.5 78 35.0 
Suitable course/appropriate course 
content 
44 37.0 22 21.2 66 29.6 
College had a good reputation 11 9.2 19 18.3 30 13.5 
Recommended by others/had 
friends there 
9 7.6 6 5.8 15 6.7 
Vocational reasons/job 
requirements 
25 
I 
21.0 16 15A 41 18.4 
Interesting or enjoyable 
course/subject 
29 24.4 20 19.2 49 22.0 
To improve sicills or to obtain 
qualifications 
10 8A 19 18.3 29 13.0 
Other reasons/more than two 
reasons 
----J 
10 
L- 
8.4 
----4 
9 
' 
8.7 
4 
19 
L- 
8ý. 5 
It can be seen that there was a range of factors influencing the students' choice of college, 
the two most common types of reason being nearness of the college to home and the 
provision of appropriate courses. Locality was mentioned by a higher proportion of 
Eastborough students (38.5 per cent compared to 31.9 per cent) and suitability of the 
course was considerably more important at Westdown (cited by 37.0 per cent of the 
sample compared to 21.2 per cent in Eastborough). The 'reputation' of Eastborough 
College was also important: this*attracted nearly one in five of the East London 
respondents, whereas reputation was mentioned by less than one in ten of the Westdown 
students. The desire to improve skills was twice as likely to have been mentioned by 
Eastborough than by Westdown respondents. In both samples choosing an interesting or 
enjoyable course/subject was fairly important: approximately one in four students 
mentioned this factor at Westdown and just under one in five in Eastborough. 
Other very useful sources of opinions were the responses obtained to a question about 
a variety of college experiences, asking the students to respond by ticking a box in the 
range 'highly satisfied' to 'not at all satisfied' (Table 7.2). 
147 
Table 7.2 - Levels of Satisfacdon with College Experience in Tenns of a Number of Faclors (Numbers 
and Percentages, Whole Sample, n 223) 
Highly Fairly Not very Not at all No 
satisfied satisfied satisfied satisfied aiiswer 
Physical surroundings, i. e. 23 156 40 2 2 
buildings, classrooms C, 
(10.3) (70.0) (17.9) (0-9) (0-9) 
T. he standard of teaching/lecturing 67 128 19 5 4 
(30.0) (57.4) (8.5) (2.2) (1.9) 
The amount of work set 53 135 27 3 5 
(23.8) (60.5) (12.1) (1.3) (2.2) 
The nature of the work set 39 151 26 2 5 
(17.5) (67.7) (11.7) (0.8) (2.2) 
Course content 61 135 20 2 5 
(27.4) (60.5) (9.0) (0.9) (2.2) 
Relevance of course to life after 67 120 23 6 7 
college (30.0) (53.8) (10.3) (2.7) (3.1) 
Vocational advice and careers 38 126 37 12 10 
guidance 
IL- 
(17.0) 
I 
(56.5) 
I 
(16.6) 
I 
(5.4) 
I 
(4.5) 
Before and during the administration of the questionnaires a number of tutors expressed 
a belief that the students would be critical of their college, one tutor commenting 'they're 
a pretty negative bunch, they will be highly critical'. In fact, as can be seen from the 
fig ures in Table 7.2, the students were on the whole satisfied with various aspects of their 
college experience. This was also true in the interviews where an criticisms made were y 
usually expressed constructively. Combiriing the percentages in the first two columns of 
Table 7.2 ('Highly' and 'Fairly' satisfied) we can see that in the case of the first six 
factors, more than 80 per cent of the student sample expressed satisfaction. Only on the 
final factor, 'vocational advice and careers guidance', does the percentage of satisfied Z> 
students drop below 80 per cent and even here 73.5 per cent expressed satisfaction. 
It was not an aim of this research to directly compare the two colleges, rather the 
contrasting labour markets and possible subsequent variations in student levels of 
optimism and pessimism in terms of employment prospects were seen as a main focus. 
However, the data do permit a basic comparison of college experiences and such a 
comparison, as presented in Table 7.3 below, may tell us something about the differences 
between the two colleges. 
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Table 7.3 - Levels of Satisfaction with College Experience in Terins of a Number of Factors (by 
College): proportions (percentages) stating that they were 'highly satisfied' or Xairly satisfied' with 
ihese. factors 
Westdown (n 119) Eý, stborough (n 104) 
Physical surroundings, i. e. buildings, 
classrooms 
88.2 71.1 
'Me stand,, ird of teachingAectufing 86.6 89.5 
The amount of work set 91.6 75.9 
17he nature of the work- set 89.9 79.8 
Course content 89.1 86.5 
Relevance of course to life after college 84.5 80.8 
Vocatiomd advice and c-areersjjjiýdce__j 70.6 76.9 
Westdown College achieves higher levels of satisfaction on five of the seven indicators 
listed in Table 7.3. Only on two of these indicators - physical surroundings and the 
w-nount of work set - are there obvious differences between the two college samples. Use 
of the Pearson chi-square test showed both of these differences to be statistically 
significant (probabilities 0.016 and 0.012 respectively). The finding relating to physical 
surroundings is not particularly surprising - many of the Eastboroggh College buildings 
are older and are all located on one site: the teaching rooms clude some demountable, in 
prefabricated buildings. The library and careers suite, however, have recently been 
upgraded (the latter provided an excellent informal but attractive venue for the group 
interviews) and there is a new multi-media workshop. The entrance lobby to the college 
has recently been refurbished and there are plans to completely upgrade the refectory, 
which was a main source of student discontent at the time of the research. 
More Eastborough respondents complained about 'the amount of work set' and this was 
a popular topic in the group discussions. It is worth bearing in mind, though, that some z: 1 
of the Westdown respondents also expressed dissatisfaction at the amounts of work 
encountered: 
Alay-tina: We get something like thirty major assignments a year. One of our tutors will 4: 1 hand it out... and want it in the next week. It's impossible to do all of our assignments at 
once. 
Student opinions concerning coursework, examination requirements and forms of 
assessment illustrate well some. of the differences between policy as espoused and policy 
as experienced. Many respondents were aware that their tutors were actually trying to 
implement new national qualification systems at a rapid pace and that difficulties often 
derived from the pace of change and official/political desires to achieve certain targets in 
relation to education and training. Many positive comments were made about tutor 
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support and assistance. It was recognised that tutors were mediating between the students t:, 
and the demands of rapidly introduced qualification frameworks. The student workload 
would have been much more of a burden had the tutors not played their part in 
implementing and enacting the new qualification and examination schemes. 
7.2 BTECs. NVOs and GNVOs 
The recently introduced NVQs and GNVQs are meant to raise the status of the vocational 
track in further education and, according to much official material, should also place tile 
student at the centre of the learning process. Both of these developments, it follows, 
should increase the self-esteem of the student and develop the young person's sense of 
control over the educational and training process. It is in this sense that the 'new 
vocationalism' in post-compulsory education can be linked with enquiries into the 
influences of structure and agency in these processes. 
The student comments considered in this section provide some indications of the 
sample's feelings towards the new vocational qualffications and also provide useful 
indicators of how policy is being experienced in day-to-day college activities. One of tile 
survey questions, for example, asked students if they thought specified educational 
fi-inovations were a 'good idea' or a 'bad idea'. One of the innovations mentioned was 'a 
'vocational' (work-based) A level (or GNVQs)'. Taking the sample as a whole, 70 per 
cent (157 respondents) said that they felt GNVQs were a 'good idea': just under 25 per 
cent (55 respondents) said 'don't know' and nearly 3 per cent (6 respondents) said that 
GNVQs were a 'bad idea' (Table 7.4). 
Table 7.4 - Opinions on Me Introduction of 'a 'vocational'A level (or C; NVQ)'by Type of 
CoursdGroup (Numbers and I rcentages, Miole Sample) 
A goodidea Don't know A bad idea No answer 
GNVO Students (n = 59) 42(72.4) 13 L22AL 2(3.4) 10.7) 
NVQ Students (n 62) 46(74.2) 13(21.0) 0(0.0) 3(4.8) 
BTEC Students (n 84) 57(67.9) 22(26.2) 4 (4.8) 1(1.2) 
A Level Students (n = 19) 12(63.2) 7(36.8) 
_ 
0(0.0) 0(0.0) 
TotalsAVliole Sample 
(n = 223) 
157(70.4) 55(24.7) 6(2.7) 5(2.2) 
There was thus general support for the idea of GNVQs (or 'applied A levels' as Dearing 
called them) even if problems concerning the implementation of such courses sometimes 
provoked student criticisms. This finding is not surprising given that the Great majority of t) -- Z: ý 
stu6ent. s in the questionnaire sample were on vocational courses (either GNVQs or NVQs 
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or sometimes on BTEC courses which were about to change in line with the new Z-- 
qualifications framework) - to have criticised the new courses too heavily would possibly 
have left students with problen-is in terms of justifying their own recent course selections. 
It is instructive to compare the attitudes of the students by type of course taken, though 
the numbers of respondents in the A level groups are. so small as to make meaningful 
comparisons rather difficult. Students in the 'new vocational' groups (NVQ/GNVQ 
courses) were more supportive of GNVQs than were BTEC or A level students (Table 
7.4). In the case of the former groups more than 70 per cent of the sample (in both cases) 
felt that GNVQs were a 'good idea'. For BTEC students the figure drops marginally to 
just under 68 per cent and for the (small numbers oo A level students it drops to just over 
63 per cent. Additionally there are more 'don't knows' in the latter groups, around 26 per 
cent and 37 per cent respectively. 
Although overall very small numbers of respondents saw GNVQs as a 'bad idea', it is 
interesting that the two categories of students who are most dubious about this new 
qualification are, firstly, students taking the 'traditional' BTEC vocational courses (many Cý 
of which were in the process of being converted to NVQs or GNVQs) and, secondly, 
students in the A level academic track. Since these students, unlike some of their peers, 
had not experienced GNVQ teaching and studying in practice it is not surprising that there 
were more 'don't knows'. This is one area where further research would be useful: more 
detail is needed to discover how these students really feel about these developing 
vocationally-orientated courses. 
. 
Some dissatisfactions with BTECs, NVQs and GNVQs were revealed in the group 
discussions. Often the pace of change or the perceived hasty implementation of the course 
was the problem, rather than the nature of the qualification itself. , 
Rita: I think sometimes when you make a complaint, the tutors, they're not going to do 
anything. There's someone there above them and then above them again. So anyway, it's 
aI long process. For example last year we had a problem with GNVQ grading at the end. 
Some of us had done really good work and we didn't have a proper grade... it really 
affected me badly. They ought to come and do it right for us. 
PR: Was that a problem with the exam board? 
Rita: The GNVQ - City and Guilds Department. I think they didn't supply the coflege 
with the right materials for grading and the tutors, they were reafly confused. They didn't 
know what to do, how to grade... 
Similarly, respondents at Westdown made the following comments: 
P)?: Justin, you thought that GNVQs were not a very good idea. Could you explain that? 
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Justim I think... work people were not really looking at GNVQs with any great respect. 
They thought it was just a useless thing, not really worthwhile. 
Richard. Our course [BTEC Engineering/Design] is just changing to a GN-VQ next year... 
That's happening with a lot of BTECs at the moment... A friend of mine did the computer 
course and he didn't get his exam certificates and he went back a year later to get them 
and they were GNVQ ones instead of BTEC. He wasn't very happy about it. People think 
G? 4VQ is a level down. It's not, but that's what most people think. 
These types of conunents, about a possible lowering of the status of GNVQs and their 
similarities to BTECs, were also made by some of the Eastborough students: 
PR: Sandip, what are your opinions on GNVQs, now that you've been doing one for a 
while'? 
Sandip: It's alright. It's very like A level. It's not that easy though. Future-wise a lot of 
people are saying that the universities are going to stop accepting people with GNVQs... 
it's going to get kind of confusing. It's going to be, like, we'll be a lower course and A 
levels will still be up there. 
Anihony: I think the main problem with GNVQs is that they just chucked out the 13TEC 
National... and just put GNVQs in their place. 
7.3 School Careers Advice 
This section considers questionnaire findings and interview comments relating to careers 
advice and ambitions before the, age of sixteen. The following section deals with 
vocational guidance and career adjustments after the age of sixteen. Together these two 
sections provide sorne indications of the respondents' employment hopes and desires, and 
of how much these have been shaped by educational institutions and personnel. This sets 
the scene for the discussion of structural and agency influences on employment prospects 
wl-ýich follows in Chapters 8 and 9. 
The questionnaire sample groups were asked 'To what extent did you have definite 
career plans in your final year at schoolT The responses given to this question are 
surnmarised in Table 7.5. In the whole sample about one in five respondents had definite 
career plans at the age of sixteen. A further 46 per cent had a 'reasonable idea' of what 
careers/courses to follow. Rather more Eastborough respondents had definite plans than 
Westdown respondents, though the difference is not statistically significant. 
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Table 7.5 - Extent of Career Plans by Final Year at School (Numbers and Percentages, by College 
Location) 
Westdown Eastborough Whole Sample 
No. % No. % No. 910 
Had definite career plans 21 17.6 25 24.0 46 20.6 
Had a reasonable idea of what 
career/courses to follow 
60 50.4 42 40.4 102 45.7 
Had a vague idea of what career/courses 
to follow 
25 21.0 17 16.3 42 40.4 
i not have any real idea 13 10.9 15 14.4 28 12.6 
No answer 0 0.0- 5 4.8 5 2.2 
It is difficult to disentangle individual decisiveness from external advice in terms of 
career plans. Question 17 from the questionnaire, however, does provide an indication of 
what types of careers advice had been offered at school and how useful the respondents 
had perceived this advice to be (Tables 7.6 and 7.7). 
Table 7.6 - Types of Careers Help Received at School (Numbers and Percentages, Whole Sample, 
n= 223) 
Yes No No answer 
No. % No. % No. % 
Detailed advice on subject options at age 
14 
156 70.0 46 20.6 21 9.4 
Detailed advice on subject options at age 
16 
162 72.6 40 17.9 21 9.4 
Detailed careers advice or specialist 
careers lessons 
143 64.1 59 26.5 21 9.4 
Individual careers interviews 152 68.2 48 21.5 23 10.3 
Detailed advice about applying for 
college/sixth form 
157 70.4 46 20.6 20 9.0 
Work experience in an actual workplace 
1 
178 
1 
79. 
J8 
22 9.9 23 10.3 
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Table 7.7 - Perceived Usefulness of Different Types of Careers Help Received at School (Percentages 
of the Total of Students Who had Received is Type ofAssistance, Whole Sample) 
Very Quite Not very Not at all 
useful useful useful useful 
Detailed advice on subject options at age 19.9 62.8 16.0 1.3 
14 (n = 156) 
Detailed advice on subject options at age 28.4 51.9 14.8 4. § 
16 (n = 162) 
Detailed careers advice or specialist 32.2 45.5 18.2 4.2 
careers lessons (n = 143) 
Individual careers interviews (n = 152) 40.8 38.8 15.1 5.3 
Detailed advice about applying for 35.0 52.2 10.2 2.5 
college/sixth form (n = 157) 
Work experience in an actual workplace (n * 
50.6 
1 
28.7 
1 
14.0 6.7 
= 178) 
It can be seen (Table 7.6) that between two-thirds and four-fifths of the sample had 
received each of these types of careers assistance. Of those who had received these types 
of help at least three-quarters had found the assistance either 'very useful' or 'quite useful' 
(Table 7.7). For example, work experience in an actual workplace had been experienced 
by 178 (80 per cent) of the 223 young people featured in the sample. Of these 51 per cent 
h ad found work experience 'very useful' and a further 29 per cent had found it 'quite 
useful'. However, 37 respondents (21 per ýent) declared that work experience was 'not 
very useful' or 'not at all useful', so we should not assume that work placements are 
always a positive experience for these youngsters. The overall picture is one of broad 
satisfaction with the services provided by the schools careers services. The statistics, 
however, will only tell us so much, and there were some interesting, detailed interview 
comments which helped to elaborate some of the possible negative feelings towards 
, school careers advice strategies. r 
When asked about the possible influences of teachers and careers advisers at school on 
making employmient plans some of the Westdown respondents complained about the lack 
of positive advice: 
Susan: 
... 
You can just say to them, oh I'm going to college and doing A levels and they 
go, 'oh, fair enough then'. 
Elizabeth: They don't express their opinion. They just say what's open... they don't say 
,I think, you should do this because... ' 
Susan: You never get told you should do this A level because a 
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Elizabeth: They say, well you could either go to college or get a job or go on a YT. 
Susan: Yeah, and that's it. 
Elizabeth: They don't say why you should. 
PR: Sounds like most of you are describing... they're there in the background [school 
careers advisers], perhaps giving a kind of support, but basically you're left*onyour own. 
Is that the feeling you have? 
Natalie: Yes, theyjust left you to it. Gave you all the information and that was it. 
In a particularly interesting and animated exchange (a discussion developed by the 
respondents without any prompting from the researcher) these students went on to explain 
what the limitations of school careers advice were and how the situation could be 
improved: 
Eileen: We used to have careers interviews, but all they used to talk about was college 
really. They used to say 'what college do you want to go toT and they would get a list 
of information about the college. There was never really anything about getting a job. 
Natalie: Oh we had a talk from Westdown College, big deal! But it was absolute crap 
because it wasn't exactly what everyone wanted. They were just talking about A levels. 
I mean not everyone could get the grades to go on to A levels and yet we an had to sit and 
watch this A level talk... They should know you expect a grade. and they should know that 
some people can't even make A level standard, so why sit you down in front of an A level 
talk when you're not even going to get there?... Or you're not even interested in A levels, 
you want to do something else. Yet... they don't support you in what you want to do. 
They just say 'right, here's A levels, you're going on to college', that is it! They've just 
got blinkers on all the time I think. They just think you're going to go on to A levels. 
Susan: Definitely. It would be so much better if they could sit down with you and explain 
all the courses that are available and, you know, sort of help you out and arrange for you 
to come for an interview while you're still at school and chat to various tutors. 
Natcdie: Well they've got college experience, haven't they, and I mean that is so good... 
Schoolchildren actually come in here... they were on our course downstairs. You know, 
you see all these little kids and you think 'bloody little brats, don't come here... My God, 
what are they letting themselves in forT and, you know, they had experience of it, they 
had a whole day here and it just seemed such a good idea because you got to know, if you 
wanted to choose secretarial you've got to go into that part and they give you a 
presentation about it. Which I wish... they did with us... It makes sense. People. can decide 
what they want and then you can go to the presentations and if you don't like it you can 
think 'right... youll try something else'. I think that was such a good idea. 
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Even the well-publicised local Careers Fairs for secondary school pupils attracted 
criticism: 
PR: Do they have Careers Fairs locafly? 
Susan: Yeah, they have them at school and they had one a few months back over at the 
hotel. You can go along if you want to, but... it wasn't very helpful at all. 
Elizabeth: I went to one at the [hotel] but there just wasn't much there. 
Eileen: Just loads of leaflets. 
Elizabeth: There didn't seem to be anyone around on the stands that you could actually 
talk to! 
It should be noted, however, that within this mainly critical discussion concerning careers 
help from the school and from other sources there were some positive conu-nents: 
Karen: A careers adviser came to me and said 'do you want to do a six week course 
bdore you start college? ' To help me with this course [NVQ Admin. /Secretarial]. They 
actually came to me once I said I was going to college, so they did help me. 
PR: It was a kind of pro-active advice? 
I Karen: Yes. 
Experience of school careers support seemed to vary from individual to individual, though 
the impression given from the group discussions at Westdown College is that these 
students felt that the careers advice offered in their final year at school was too narrow, 
in particular the traditional A level, acaden-fic route was pushed at the expense of other 
possible avenues. They also felt that advisers tended to sit back and not spell out the full 
range of opportunities and their implications. These kinds of comments suggest a need for 
a more 'holistic' and 'pro-active' careers service (the implications of these comments are 
discussed further in Section 11.3). 
7A Post-Sixteen Vocational Guidance 
The nature of the careers support provided changes as these 16-year-olds move into 
further education colleges and other post-school settings, as do the perceptions and 
requirements of the young people themselves. Generally speaking, such support is 
probably less formal and less structured, reflec ting the changing aspirations of the young 
people and the. increasing diversification of their employment and educational needs as 
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they move towards independence and adulthood. 
The following written question was used to try to gauge the extent to which students 
had changed their career plans since the age of sixteen: 'Since completing year 11 at 
school, have you changed your views and wishes about the job or profession you would 
like to take upT Responses are summarised below (Table 7.8). 
Table 7.8 - Change of View About Desired Job or Profession Since Completing Year II at School 
(Numbers and Percentages, by College Location) 
Westdown Eastb rough Whol Sample 
No. % No. % No. % 
Yes 41 34.5 40 38.5 81 36.3 
No 58 48.7 41 39A 99 44A 
Don't know/Not applicable 15 12.6 21 20.2 36 
No answer 5 4.2 
L2 
.9 _Lý_j 
7 L_ 
Over a third of each of the college samples indicated that they had changed job plans since 
leaving school and a subsidiary question was included that could provide some indication 
of the direction of changed aspirations. Respondents were asked what they had originally 
wanted to do, job-wise, and what they now planned to do. The occupations indicated by 
the respondents were categorised using the Registrar-General's occupational scale to 
provide a rough indication of the direction and scope of changed ambitions since leaving 
school. 
Interestingly, the Eastborough sample had been considerably more ambitious than the 
Westdown respondents in tern-is of original job desired (at age 16): over 41 per cent of 
the Eastborough sample cited jobs equivalent to Registrar-General scales I or II compared 
to only 24 per cent from Westdown. However, both samples had made downward 
adjustments by the time they were at college: by this point only 28 per cent of the 
Eastborough respondents and 18 per cent of the Westdown students were ain-ling for class 
I or U occupations. Eastborough students had made a bigger adjustment, perhaps partially 
brought about by their higher levels of original job aspirations. Both samples registered 
an increase in plans to move into skilled manual occupations (class HIrn) over the same 
time period. The proportion of Eastborough respondents desiring this kind of occupation 
increased from 7 per cent at age 16 to 12 per cent by the time the questionnaire was 
completed. The equivalent increase at Westdown College was from 13 to 18 per cent. 
Thus there was some- downgrading of employment ambitions by both samples in the, first 
two or three years after leaving school. This kind of finding has been reported in other 
studies of school leavers' job aspirations though the exact causes of this lowering of 
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expectations are difficult to identify. It may be a case of the course tutors and careers 
advisers 'cooling out' the students in line with the limitations of the local labour market, 
or the youngsters themselves may have become more 'realistic' as they moved closer to 
entry to the fall-time adult labour market. Whatever the possible. causes, these findings 
need to be treated with caution because over half the students in each of the college 
samples ticked the 'Don't know/Not applicable' option to the job aspirations question. 
The proportion responding in this way (for the whole sample) increased from 51 per cent 
at age sixteen to 56 per cent. Along with some apparent downgrading of employment 
aspirations there was an increase in the degree of uncertainty about occupational 
outcomes. 
Responses to Question 24 from the questionnaire provide indications of what types of 
careers advice had so far been offered at college (bearing in mind that some of these 
students were still on the first year of their college course) and how useful the respondents 
had perceived this advice to be (Tables 7.9 and 7.10). 
Table 7.9 - Types of Careers Help Received at College (Numbers and Percentages, Whole Sample) 
Yes No No answer 
No. % No. % No. % 
Detailed advice on options at 18 51 22.9 160 71.7 12 5A 
Detailed careers advice or specialist careers 
. sessions 
56 25.1 148 66.4 19 8.5 
Individual careers interviews 58 26.0 152 68.2 13 5.8 
Detailed advice about applying for Higher 
Edu cad onjUnivers ity 
86 38.6 127 57.0 10 4.5 
Work experience in an actual workplace 99 43.9 103 46.2 
1 
22 
1 
9.9 
'Table 7.10 - Perceived Usefulness of Different Types of Carf. ers Help Received at College 
(Percentages of Total Students Who had Received th s Type of A sistance, I ole Sample) 
Very Quite Not very Not at all 
useful useful useful useful 
Detailed advice on options at IS (n = 51) 19.6 58.8 17.6 3.9 
Detailed careers advice or specialist careers 32.1 46.4 17.9 3.6 
sessions (n = 56) 
Individual careers interviews (n = 58) 39.7 44.8 8.6 6.9 
Detailed advice about applying for Higher 25.6 57.0 16.3 1.2 
Education/University (n = 96) 
Work experience in an actual workplace (n = 98) 51.0 30.6 14.3 4.1 
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When the figures in Table 7.9 are compared with the figures in Table 7.6 it becomes 
evident that the respondents had received much less careers help in college than they had 
in their schools. This is not surprising given that pre- 16 advice tends to be more structured 
and institutionalised. Additionally, as indicated above, many of the. students were in their 
first year at college and comments made in the interviews suggested that they were 
expecting these kinds of assistance in the second or third year of their course. 
Nonetheless some careers officers n-dght be disappointed that less than 23 per cent of 
the sample had received 'Detailed advice on options at 18' and that only 39 per cent had 
received 'Detailed advice about applying for Higher Education/University'. Tables 7.9 and 
7.10 present findings for the whole sample, but there were some important differences 
across the two colleges: considerably larger numbers of Eastborough respondents had 
received all of these services - except one. - than Westdown students (the exception was 
'Detailed advice on options at 18'). For example, 33 per cent of the East London 
respondents had received 'Detailed careers advice or specialist careers sessions' compared 
to 21 per cent from Westdown; 29 per cent had experienced 'Individual careers 
interviews' compared to under 19 per cent at Westdown; and 52 per cent had experienced 
work 'in an actual workplace' compared to only 40 per cent at Westdown. 
These differences in careers provision across the two colleges can partially be accounted 
for by the differences in average ages between the two samples and by the fact that the 
questionnaire was completed later in the acadernic year at Eastborough College. However, 
these factors on their own probably would not explain the differences. It is clear from 
Table 7.10 that, where these various types of careers assistance were provided, the 
majority of students (at least 78 per cent) in both colleges found them 'very useful' or 
'quite useful'. This may help to explain the broader levels of satisfaction with careers help 
expressed by the Eastborough respondents in the group discussions. 
It was noticeable that Eastborough had a very well organised, easily identifiable and 
well-staffed Careers Unit which was almost constantly being used by students on a 'drop 
in' basis and in more formal ways. At Westdown it was not immediately apparent where 
the careers provision was and who was responsible for it. (Additionally a letter from the 
researcher to the Careers Office in Eastborough resulted in an invitation to visit the office 
to see the range of services offered to this age group across the borough. A similar letter 
to Westdown Careers Office received no reply, despite a reminder! ). 
In the interviews many of the East London students expressed positive opinions about 
the careers service provided. In the pilot group interview at Eastborough College one of 
the students, Laura, made the following comments about the Careers Unit: 
Laura: I used it before I came to the college when I was working. I came here last year, 
in about February, and I came to see the lady downstairs one evening. I just 'phoned up 
and said I lived in the. borough, could I corne along?... She really helped me, she was really 
helpful and since then I've used it again to find out about universities... You're aware right 
159 
from the very first week you are here... that it's there - it's a facility that you can go and 
use whenever you want. 
The conu-nents of the Westdown respondents concerning careers support post-16 were 
more mixed: 
PR: Have you ever been influenced by... careers advisers in making your plans for the 
future? 
Susan: What careers advisers? [Group laughter]. 
Natalie: My tutor helped me, on my first course I did, she said 'why don't you go for that 
oneT 
PR: Do you think they could have done a lot more in tern-is of careers advice? 
Natalie: Yeah. 
Susan: I mean, we used to get an hour a week, if that, talking about careers, but usually 
itwas talking about like, all the boys wanted to talk about condoms. You know because 
we liked -to talk, about them in that lesson. Careers never really got a mention! 
Natalie: Oh yeah, we could have the advice leaflets, don't forget that! 
Susan: Yeah, you could have a leaflet if you wanted one. 
Natalie: ... telling you about secretarial jobs. 
Elizabeth: You had to find them yourself, sort of read through the whole pile to find what 
you want. 
It is interesting that the Eastborough respondents appeared more satisfied with the careers 
advice provided than the Westdown students. Perhaps careers staff in the former college, 
with its associated depressed local labour markdt, had a greater sense of urgency. 
Alternatively, it may simply be that there were different types of provision in the two 
institutions and this led to differing student responses across the two sites. What is fairly 
evident is that the amount of formal careers advice offered declined after the students left 
school- In this respect the students became more autonomous in terms of making career 
plans, but sorne of the interview comments suggest that there were individuals who 
wanted more assistance post- 16, often in the form of a clearer setting out of options or 
more detailed explanations of the full implications of course choices. 
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7.5 Young People, Politics and Educational (: hange 
Both the ESRC 16-19 Initiative and the Anglo-German Studies asked their samples about 
their interest in and attitudes towards politics. In the present study a number of questions 
were included on voting behaviour, political viewpoints and opinions on recent 
educational reforms and developme-rits. These findings allow for a brief comparison of this 
sample with previous samples from the age group and may also provide som en ew insights 
into perspectives on control, authority and political change. 
The ESRC 16-19 study found that many young people "held low opinions of all the 
parties and of most politicians" (Banks et al., 1992, p. 150). The viewpoints of these 
youngsters did not align clearly with party political ideologies and their attitudes were "not 
organised around political positions" (Banks et al., 1992, p. 138). The youngsters on the 
whole were more interested in the 'politics of the personal', i. e. issues of inu-nediate 
personal concern, including gender and racial issues (p. 148). In terms of intended voting 
behaviour the Labour Party attracted most support, but this was a reflection of the 
political complexion of the four areas featured in the study (p. 159). 'Environmentalism', 
as an ideology, attracted some support and Banks and his colleagues comment that 
"Ecological movements and the Green Party may well have an increasingly receptive 
hearing" (p. 149). The first Anglo-German study found that German young people were 
more interested in politics than their English counterparts (Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ), 
199 1, pp. 198-9), but also that levels of youth interest in politics were fairly low in both 
countries. 
The young people in the sample featured in the present study were asked (in the 
questionnaire) how interested they were in politics (Table 7.11). 
Table 7.11 - Level of Interest in Politics ole Sample, n= 223, Percentages) 
Very interested Quite interested Not very interested Not at all interested No 
answer 
4.9 25.6 36.3 33.2 0.0 
The findings that less than I in 20 of the sample were 'very interested' in politics and that 
nearly a third of all the young people were 'not at all interested' support the ESRC 16-19 
Initiative's conclusions on this subject and should cause concern to our major political 
parties. There were no significant differences in levels of political interest across the two 
coHege sites. 
Another question asked 'If there were to be a general election shortly, which party 
'would you vote for? ' Responses to this question are summarised in Table 7.12. 
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Table, 7.12 - Voting Intentions in a General Election (By Area, Percentages) 
Westdown (n= 119) Eastborough (n=104) Whole sample 
(n=223) 
Conservative 10.9 4.8 8.1 
Labour 26.9 39.4 32.7 
Liberal Democrats 13.4 4.8 9.4 
Green Party 2.5 2.9 2.7 
Wouldn't vote 10.9 13.5 12.1 
Other 5.0 0.0 2.7 
on't ow 28.6 33.7 30.9 
No answer 1.7 1.0 1.3 
To a large extent these young people's political opinions reflected those of older people 
in their areas. In Westdown, which had a Conservative MP at the time, but a Labour 
Council, the Conservatives attract nearly II per cent of the youngsters' voting intentions, 
compared to just under 5 per cent in Eastborough. Labour received the biggest slice of 
the intended youth vote in both areas, commanding 27 per cent support in Westdown and 
39 per cent in Eastborough (Labour were generally doing well in the opinion polls at the 
time of the research). The Liberal Democrats were more popular in Westdown, receiving 
13 per cent of voting pledges there and lesý than 5 per cent in Eastborough. Whilst the 
young people may have been developing an ideology of 'environmentalism' this had not 
yet turned into significant voting aspirations, with the Green Party receiving less than 3 
per cent of voting pledges in both areas. The fact that 31 per cent of the sample chose the 
'Don't know' category indicates that a sizeable section of the sample had not yet 
committed their vote. Son-y-- 12 per cent of the sample suggested that they would not vote, 
indicating that another sizeable minority were disillusioned with the party political system. 
An additional question asked respondents how gatisfied they were with 'the present 
, government' (at the time of the survey the Conservative Party had been in office for 16 
years and John Major was in his second term as Prime Minister). Under 2 per cent of the 
whole sample said that they were 'very satisfied' with the government, 9 per cent were 
4 satisfied', 41 per cent were 'not sure', 16 per cent were 'dissatisfied' and 32 per cent 
were 'very dissatisfied'. Considerable numbers of young people were clearly unhappy with 
their government and their levels of dissatisfaction were higher than those indicated by 
older age groups in opinion polls asking a similar question. 
Respondents were also asked for their opinion on trade unions in the form of a question 
which asked 'When you are working full-time, would you like to be a member of a trade 
unionT 53 per cent of the sample answered 'yes' to this question, 32 per cent said 'no' 
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and nearly 15 per cent did not answer. 
A further question asked for student opinions on a range of factors linked with 
employment, skills, earnings and technology. Although not directly 'political' the 
responses to this question give some idea of how these young people felt about 
developments in work and employment patterns as they moved closer to the labour market 
themselves (Table 7.13). 
Table 7.13 -Attitudes on a Range of EconomiclEmployment/Training Statements (Whole Sample, 
n=223, Percentages) 
Strongly Agree Un- Dis- Strongly No 
agree certain agree disagree answer 
(a) A person must have a job to 9.4 21.1 35.9 27.9 4.9 0.9 
feel a full member of society 
(b)-he most important thing at 14.8 47.5 24.7 12.1 0.4 OA 
work is to get ahead 
(c) Only at work can you develop 8.1 19.3 21.5 44.4 5.8 0.9 
your skills 
(d) It's important to hang on to a 6.7 17.0 24.2 39.0 12.0 0.9 
job even if you really don't like it 
(e) Earning high wages is the 6.7 19.7 37-5 45.3 8.5 2.2 
most important thing about a job 
(0 I'd rather have a job which 16.1 42.6 28.3 11.2 0.9 0.9 
does not interfere with my private 
life & leisure activities 
(a) Getting a job today is just a 7.2 29.1 29.6 26.5 6.7 0.9 
matter of chance 
(h) I think training in new 24.7 45.7 21.1 6.7 1.3 0.4 
technology will help me in the 
future 
Several important aspects of the sample's orientations towards work and employment are 
revealed in this table. For example, over a third (36 per cent) were uncertain as to whether 
4a person must have a job to feel a full member of society' (suggesting ambivalent 
attitudes towards the unemployed); a majority of the sample (50.2 per cent, combining the 
'disagree' and 'strongly disagree' categories) did iwt agree that you can only develop your 
skills in the workplace; a majority (nearly 59 per cent) wanted 4 job that would not 
interfere with their private life and leisure activities; and a large proportion (over 70 per 
cent) agreed that training in new technology would be helpful in the future. On these 
statements - (a), (c), (f) and (h) - there wa's not much difference between the attitudes of 
the two samples, but in relation to the remaining statements, as Table 7.14 shows, there 
were some important differences in the opinions of the two student samples, and these are 
worth looking at in more detail. 
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Table 7.14 - Opinions on Selected EconomiclEmploYment Statements (by Area, Percentages of 
Respondents Stating that they 'Strongly Agree' or 'Agree' with the Statement) 
Westdown (n= 119) Eastborough (n=104) 
(b) The most important thing at work- is to get 54.7 71.2 
ahead 
(d) It's important to bang on to a job even if you 15.9 32.7 
really don't like it 
(e) Earning high wages is the most important Zý 0 
20.2 33.7 
thing about a job 
(g) Getting a job today is just a matter of chance 27.2 46.2 
Greater proportions of Eastborough respondents agreed with these four statements - (b), 
(d), (e) and (g) (Table 7.14) - than Westdown respondents. The survey data here support 
a number of points made by the Eastborough students in the group discussions, namely, 
that it is important to 'get ahead' at work, it is important to 'hang on to a job' even if you 
dislike it, wage levels are important and getting a job is largely a matter of 'chance' or 
'luck'. It would seem that the Eastborough respondents, in an economically depressed 
part of London, have 'hardened' or 'instrumental' attitudes towards income and 
employment compared to the Westdown respondents. 
A question was also included to elicit opinions on a range of 'new ideas' (with political 
implications) introduced into schools and colleges in recent years (Table 7.15). These 
students will have experienced aspects of these innovations although some, such as 
'Training Credits', were in the early stages of implementation. 
Table 7.15 - Opinions on a Range of 'New Ideas' Introduced in Recent Years Into Schools and Colleges 
(Whole Sample, n=223, Percentages) 
A goodidea Don't 
know 
a bad idea No 
answer. 
The national curriculum 49.8 30.0 17.5 2.7 
A 'vocational' A 1, evel/GN-VQs 70A 24.7 2.7 2.2 
Making schools and colleges independent 
from the LEA 
26.5 49.3 21.1 3.1 
More mature students in collSýes 65.5 23.8 7.2 3.6 
'Training credits' or vouchers 62.3 30.0 5A 2.2 
As indicated by Table 7.15, GNVQs, more adult learners and 'Training credits' were all 
fairly popular reforms in the respondents' views (though it must be stressed that the 
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students here were judging the idea and may have had some negative things to say about 
these developments in practice). The national curriculum, which had been experienced by 
the great majority of the sample in their secondary schools, was deemed to be 'a good 
idea' by just under half the sample. The least popular 'reform' was 'making schools and 
colleges independent from the Local Education Authority', with nearly half the sample 
answering 'don't know' and 21 per cent indicating that they thought that this was 'a bad 
idea'. 
Where time permitted, members of the discussion groups were asked their opinions on 
the state of education in Britain today and their comments make interesting reading. When 
asked which educational change they'd like to talk about the two Westdown groups 
(independently) mentioned the national curriculum: 
Richard. I thought it was good, at first I did anyway.. But before I left they changed it, 
didn't they, and now they've changed it again, back to the way we had it... 
Martina: It would be alright if they stopped changing it around, because people just get 
confused with it... 
Richard: Now we'vt, - got SATs for 14-year-olds. 
Roger. Yeah, we're all guinea pigs. Like, everyti-iing that came out since GCS Es, we were 
guinea pigs for. [This idea of being treated as 'guinea pigs' emerged as an important 
theme in some of the discussions and is explored further in Section 10.4]. 
The second Westdown discussion gr6up focused on the national curriculum and resources 
as important aspects of educational change: 
PR: If you were Minister for Education, what would you do tomorrow to improve British 
education'? 
Natalie: Put more money in for books, definitely, and resources. 
Susan: I think I'd just like to scrap the national curriculum really, and just say 'do what 
you want to do', and like make more resources available to schools. 
Eileen: I think you've got to standardise it in a way, over the whole country, because 
everywhere you go you get a different education. 
PR: [It has been suggested] that we don't compare with the Europeans, we're not as well 
qualified. Would you agree with that ... *? 
Natalie: ... They're 
[the British] not spending enough on education ... I mean, you've only 
got to look at German schools. They go earlier and yet have more time in the afternoon 
to do what they want. 
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PR: If you are going to put more resources in... where are these resources going to come 
i orn? 
Susan: Well, like, not spend so much money on, you know, like, guns and stuff, which 
we don't need... and roads as well, like roads and transport... like bus lanes and 
roundabouts [laughter and comments of agreement from other members of the group]. 
PR: People are saying standards in British schools are declining, do you think they are 
right'? 
[Three Students]: Yes, yeah. 
I Natalie: We're prime examples really. 
Eileen: But it's not the school's fault really though. 
Natalie: Well it is in a way, because they're the ones that taught us. 
PR: But if you took the level of qualifications, say two A levels, more and more people 
are getting two A levels and that suggests that standards are improving, does it not? 
Eileen: Yeah, but they're getting easier. 
Susan: Yeah, they're getting easier for people to do then-L i 
The, theme of 'resources' was also brought up in similar discussions with the Eastborough 
groups, and mention was also made of 'declining standards'. The following discussion 
occurred when one of the groups was asked what changes they would make in the college 
or to the education system in general: 
Anthony: Well I think class sizes should be. brought down or (the numbers ofl teachers 
in classes should be brought up. 
J, qFF- More facilities, more computers. V. 1 * 
Rita: The trouble is the college has a certain amount of money to do things with and it's 
hard; and the PCs are expensive. 
Jeff. You might say the college hasn't got money, but they've got money to change the 
front door [to a new, sliding, automatic doorway]... They should put some PCs in there 
[indicating towards the computer lab]. 
Sandip: They really haven't got a finance adviser at the college. 
Jeff. The car parks are too small. 
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Students in both colleges had been given 'quality assurance' questionnaires by a member 
of staff asking for their opinions on the college and its facilities, but these involved rather 
restricted 'tick a box' type responses and, during the group interviews it became evident 
that most students welcomed the opportunity that the group discussions provided for 
airing opinions on such matters. It was evident that they had been given very few 
opportunities to express opinions on their educational experiences. 
7.6 The College as a Supportive Framework 
It has been indicated in previous sections (and especially in Table 7.2) that at a time when 
further education is experiencing tremendous change and increasing workloads for college 
personnel the student respondents remain broadly satisfied with their college experiences. 
W Est the negative comments need to be considered carefully and there is always room 
for iniproven-y--nt, the findings presented in this chapter are, on the whole, a credit to the 
college staffs and give some indication of how much effort they put into the processes of 
e, qucating and training these young people. 
It will also be shown (especially in Chapter 9) that the students display significant levels 
of confidence and optimisn-4 regardless of location or course of study. There are a number 
of possible explanations for this, but it does seem likely that the colleges are providing 
important elements of support, direct and indirect, in this respect. It seems that the 
colleges are providing a sort of protective environment, or a 'buffer' between policy as 
espoused and policy as experienced, which encourages confident and optirnistic student 
býliefs. It should be noted, however, that the majority of these students had not yet 
experienced on a large scale the 'harsh realities' of job-seeking and the prospect of 
unemployment (only II per cent of the sample had looked for full-time employment in the 
six months prior to the completion of the questionnaire). 
Although a small number of tutors were criticised, mainly for setting too much work or 
for not co-ordinating assignments, there were many positive comments about advice 
given, with frequent references to approachability and helpfulness and to tutors having a 
genuine interest in the students. The juncture between policy as experienced (by the 
student) and policy as enacted (by the tutors and colleges) is perhaps smoother than that 
between policy as espoused and policy as enacted. College tutors must grapple with the 
new demands and limiting timescales of government and its agencies and students 
appreciated, even if only indirectly, the hard work that most of their tutors were carrying 
out in order to convert wide ranging (structural) policy demands into meaningful 
(individual) classroom and course work experiences. 
I 
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Chapter Fight - Data Analysis: -Structural 
In uences 
8.1 Introduction 
This chapter brings together data from the research process which tend to suggest that 
these college students had an awareness of the importance of and were affected by 
structural factors such as locality, gender, race, social class and family situation. The 
following chapter reports those findings which may provide evidence of an awareness of 
agency and individual inputs into the school-to-work transition. Of course structural and 
in 
, 
dividual. inputs and influences cannot always be clearly separated and despite the 
thematic distinction made here many of the student comments indicate that both types of 
influence were simultaneously present in their decision-making processes. 
The questionnaire included direct questions about the perceived influence of a variety 
of structural factors (especially Question 37 on 'Social Characteristics') but it is often 
difficult to elaborate these coded replies into 'perspectives' or 'feelings' on structural 
influences. This problem arises partially because it is very difficult to express or to 
quantify such influences and the young people featured in the survey have probably not 
had the opportunity to think about such questions previously in an organised way. 
To assist with the clarification of these 'feelings' it is helpful to refer to some of the 
group discussions where there were detailed, interesting and often unprompted 
conversations about the influence of structural factors, especially gender and ethnicity. 
This chapter consequently provides a good example of how the quantitative and 
qualitative data can be used side by side to help construct an overall picture of young 
people's feelings on external influences in their school-to-work transitions. 
8.2 Area Influences 
In this section the emphasis is on 'area' rather than on 'labour market'. Though there is 
some overlap between the two terms, they rarely coincide exactly. A 'labour market' is 
usually defined in terms of a 'travel-to-work-' area, but the latter is not always easy to 
identify. 
Such difficulties apply to the definitions of area/locality used for the two 'labour 
markets' in the present study. In East London the 'travel-to -work' area is complex (and 
large) because of the availability of different forms of transport and the proximity to 
Greater London with its diverse and sizeable employment and sub-employment structures. 
The 'travel-to-work' area in Westdown is perhaps easier to define, but there are still 
ccýmplications, such as the influence of rural labour markets upon the town's population. 
In discussing these two areas it should also be noted that there are differences in the 
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proportions of the two samples actually living in the borough under study - some 81 per 
cent of the Westdown respondents lived in the same borough as their college: the 
comparable figure in Eastborough was 53 per cent of the respondents. 
As suggested in Section 6.1 there has been a trend in recent years in educational and 
employment research towards area studies. This has been necessary because under normal 
circumstances it is impossible for researchers to study all 16-19-year-olds across Britain 
or even all 16-19-year-olds in FE colleges. Sampling is necessary and geographical 
restrictions are inevitable. It thus becomes important to justify and explain your choice 
. of area. 
It is not really satisfactory to study an area purely because of its proximity to the 
research base or because of convenience of access, though these factors will obviously 
have some influence upon the research design. Here, as explained in the rationale for the 
research methodology (Section 3.2), the two localities were chosen for specific reasons. 
They provided contrasting labour markets and employment structures, wWlst maintaining 
similar frameworks at the. college level. In addition, the East London college was chosen 
because of the relative scarcity of recent youth transition studies in this part of the south- 
*east economy. 
Given this stress on area and the differences between the two sampling localities, it is 
informative to look at what the respondents felt about the area they lived in and how 
influential they felt the local economy was on their economic prospects. The quantitative 
survey included a number of questions asking how the young people felt about their 
locality (usually defined in terms of a borough) and the possible effects of their 
geographical situation on their job prospects. 
One question asked how satisfied rdspondents were with their 'local district' - note that 
this was usually taken as the district of residence and not necessarily as the district within 
which the college was located. Responses are summansed in Table 8.1 below: 
Table 8.1 - Levels of Satisfaction With 'The Local District You Live In' (Perc ntages, by Area) 
Very 
satisfied 
Satisfied Not 
sure 
Dissatisfied Very 
dissatisfied 
No 
answer 
Westdown (n=1 19) 13A 58.8 11.8 11.8 3A 0.8 
Eastborough (n=104) 7.7 56.7 16.3 15.4 2.9 1.0 
Whole S ple (n=223) 10.8 57.8 13.9 13.5 3.1 0.9 
Not surprisingly the Westdown respondents expressed greater levels of satisfaction with 
their residential locality. Ilis is to be expected when Westdown is a relatively new town, 
with good facilities and pleasant countryside nearby. Eastborough is located in East 
London and whilst it undoubtedly had pleasant areas it is also located close to areas of 
urban decay with high levels of social and economic deprivation. 
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These responses, however, only tell us about students' feelings of general satisfaction 
with an area - they do not tell us about economic aspirations associated with that area. 
Consequently, a further question asked 'To what extent do you think where you five 
affects your chances of getting a jobT Responses are set out in Table 8.2 below. 
Table 8.2 - Perceived Inj7ttence of Area on Employment Prospects by College (Numbers and 
Percentages) 
A big influence Some influence A slight 
influence 
No answer 
No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Westdown (n=1 19) 30 25.2 48 40.3 39 3 2.8 
E 
2 1.7 
Eastborough (n=104) 17 16.3 44 42.3 39 37.5 4 3.8 
le (n=223) 47 
1 
21.1 
1 
92 
1 
41.3 
1 
78 61 2. 
Mthough only about one-fifth of the whole sample saw area as having a 'big' influence, 
the Westdown respondents were considerably more likely to see their borough of 
re. ýidence as having a 'big' effect on their employment prospects, 25 per cent of 
respondents choosing this option, as opposed to only 16 per cent in Eastborough. This 
is a particularlysignificant finding and may reflect the former group's awareness of the 
relative buoyancy of their local labour market. 
This finding is supported by the responses to another question, asking 'Is it more or less 
difficult to find employment in your area than in other parts of the countryT (Table 8.3). 
Table 9.3 - Difficulty in Finding Enq)loyment in Your Area as Compared to Other Parts of the Country 
(Numbers and Percentages) 
More difficult About the 
sarn vera. -e 
IAss difficult No answer 
No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Westdown (n=1 19) 14 
- 
11.8 79 66.4 21 17.6 5 4.2 
Eastborough (n=104) 3 8. 
-3 
675T 53 51.0 13 
_4 _ 
12.5 0 
--- 
L 0.0 JI 
The Eastborough respondents show a degree of 'reaksm' here, with a much larger 
proportion of the sample acknowledging that finding employment generally is more 
difficult in East London. Interestingly though, in responses to other questions, and in the 
group discussions about prospects of employment as an intlivi(Ittal, the East London 
respondents showed similar levels, of optimism to the Westdown students (this point is 
discussed further in Section 9.3 below). 
I 
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Clearly the two sets of respondents were aware of their local economic contexts and 
realised that these could have important effects on young job-seekers generally, even if 
they did not perceive an obvious impact on an individual basis. In the group interviews 
students were more than happy to talk about the pros and cons of living in their particular 
town or district, though they sometimes tended to be more concerned with local facilities 
than with economic prospects. There was some disagreement within the Westdown 
groups on the issue of how better off they were in terms of a relatively 'successful' local 
economy. Eastborough respondents also had mixed feelings about job prospects in their 
locality, reflecting the economic contradictions in their 'travel-to-work' area. 
. 
In youth research generally there is some disagreement on the complex issue of the 
relative impact of locality on youngsters' employment prospects. Garner and her 
associates, using evidence from the Scottish School Leavers' Survey, looked at school 
leavers' employment destinations in Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow, and 
concluded that 'geography does matter', i. e. comparable school leavers in these different 
cities had unequal educational and employment chances. However, non-spatial inequalities 
continue to affect young people in important ways: there are "substantial inequalities 
it; ithin areas, associated with gender, class, ethnicity, education or other dimensions of 1. 
social differentiatiorf' (Garner, Main and Raffe, 1988, pp. 132,142). We now turn to some 
of these other dimensions of social differentiation, beginning with gender. 
8.3 Gender 
One question in the survey asked respondents how important they thought various social 
characteristics (along with family background and qualifications) were in the process of 
looking for a job. The results are shown in Table 8.4 below. 
I Table 8.4 - Respondents'Opinions on the Importance of a Variety of Social Characteristics When 
Looking for a Job - NianberslPercentages Stating that these Characteristics are 'Very' or 'Quite' 
Important (Respondents could choose more than one characteristic) 
Sex/Gender Race Social Class Family 
Back! round 
Education/ 
Qualifications 
No. 
I 
% No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Westdown 17 14.2 12 11.1 21 17.7 22 18.4 110 92.4 
Eastborough 32 30.7 28 26.9 31 29.9 14 13.5 100 96.1 
Totals 49 22.0 
1 
40 
1 
17.9 
1 
52 
1 
23.3 36 16.1 210 94.2 
Before looking specifically at gender, there are two particularly important findings from ZD I'D diis table which need to be emphasised. Firstly, the East London respondents were much 
more likely to stress the importance of gender, race and class. This was also true in the 
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interviews and is not surprising given the multi-ethnic nature of the locality and the special 
importance attached to equal opportunities in Eastborough College. Secondly, both 
samples highlighted the importance of education and qualifications: another point that 
emerged clearly in the group discussions. It seems that whilst both sets of respondents 
were clearly aware of possible structural influences in the guise of various social 
characteristics, they placed primary importance on their own educational efforts. 
It should be stressed, however, that the question on which Table 8.4 is based asks for 
the iespondent's opinion of how important these characteristics are. If the question had 
been reworded along the lines of 'how important, in the eyes of employei-s, are these 
social characteristicsT then rather different response patterns might have been produced. 
From Table 8.4 it is clear that gender was more likely to be seen as an important 
characteristic by the Eastborough respondents, with nearly 31 per cent of students at that 
college indicating that they felt it was 'very' or 'quite' important, compared to only 14 per 
cent of the Westdown sample. It is not evident from the questionnaire data that females 
felt more strongly about this issue than did the male students. Table 8.5 cross-tabulates 
the sex of the respondent with the view of gender as an important characteristic when 
looking for a job: it is clear that at both colleges more males than females saw gender as 
an important characteristic in this respect. 
Table 8.5 - Respondents Stating that SexlGender was 'Very' or 'Quite' Important When Lookingfor a 
Job (Numbers ad Percentages, by Area and Sex) 
Females Males Totals 
No. % No. % No. % 
Westdown 5 8.5 12 20.0 17 14.2 
Eastborough 15 28.3 17 33.3 32 30.7 
, 
EWhole 
Sarn; le 20 17.9 29 26.1 49 
It is also instructive to compare male and fernale Ie-vels of optimism in terms of job 
prospects and avoiding unemployment. Table 8.6 shows levels of optirnisn-4 by sex, in 
tem-is of the expected likelihood of finding suitable employment upon the completion of 
full-time education. 
Table 8.6 - Expected Likelihood of Finding Suitable Employment Upon Completion of Full-time 
Education (Percentages Indicating that this was 'Very' or 'Quite' Lik ly, by Area and Sex) 
Females Males 
Westdown 47.5 (n=59) 26.7 (n=60) 
Eastborough 50.9 (n=53) 29.4 (n=5 1) 
I Whole Sample 49.1 (n=l 12) 27.9 (n= 111) 
172 
There is a significant difference between female and male levels of optimism in terms of 
finding suitable employment: nearly half of the females in the sample expected to find 
suitable employment upon the completion of their studies compared to only 28 per cent 
of the males. This may reflect awareness of the fact that male unemployment had been 
increasing more rapidly than female unemployment rates in the two labour markets 
featured. In both areas there had been a decline in 'traditional' (mainly male) 
manufacturing jobs and in 'traditional' apprenticeship schemes. Where the numbers of jobs 
had expanded, this was usually in the service sector, in the kinds of areas where females 
were more likely to be employed, such as catering, leisure and office work, though it 
should be stressed that Westdown in particular still had a sizeable manufacturing sector. 
Another factor may be experience of part-time work: 70 per cent of the. females in the 
sample had a part-time job compared to just over 50 per cent of the males. Such 
experience may boost expectations in terms of securing full-time work in the future. 
Certainly these are issues that merit further investigation. 
It is also informative to ascertain whether either of the sexes had a stronger affiliation 
to their area and whether there were gender differences in perceptions of area influences 
on job prospects. In response to a question which asked students how likely it was that 
they would move away from their area to go to live in a different part of the country 46 
per cent of the females indicated that they were 'very' or 'quite' likely to move away, 
compared to 34 per cent of the males. This rather reverses the traditional view that it is 
the male who travels in the search for work! 
Table 8.7 sununarises perceived influence of locality on employment prospects by area 
and sex. 
Table 8.7 - Perceived Influence of Area on Employment Prospects (Percentages, by Col ge and Sex) 
A big 
influence 
Some 
influence 
A slight 
influence 
No answer 
Westdown Females (n=59) 16.9 37.3 44.1 1.7 
Males (n= 60) 33.3 43.3 21.7 1.7 
Eastborough Females (n=53) 13.2 50.9 34.0 1.9 
Males (n=5 1) 19.6 33.3 41.2 5.9 
Whole 
ample 
Females (n=1 12) 15.2 43.8 39.3 1.8 
Males (n= I 11) 27.0 39.7 30.6 3.6 
It is evident that males (in both localities) were more likely to see area as a 'big' influence 
on employment prospects. A similar finding emerges when we look at male and female 
perceptions of levels of difficulty of finding employment in their area (Table 8.8). In both 
areas greater percentages of males compared to females felt that it would be more difficult z: 1 
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to find employment in their locality. Male and female attitudes liriking individual effort 
with finding a job can also be compared (Table 8.9). 
Table 8.8 - Perceived Level of Difficulty in Finding Employment in the Respondents' Area 
(Percentages, by Area and Sex) 
More 
difficult 
About the 
same/average 
Less 
difficult 
No answer 
.. 
Westdown Females (n=59) 13.6 62.7 18.6 5.1 
Males (n= 60) 10.0 70.0 16.7 3.3 
Eastborough Females (n=53) 39.6 52.8 7.5 0.0 
Males (n=51) 33.3 49.0 17.6 0.0 
Whole Sample Females (n= 112) 25.9 58.0 13.4 2.7 
Males (n= I 11) 20.7 60.4 17.1 
__L8 
Table 8.9 - Perceptions of the Extent to which Success in Finding a Job Depends Upon the Individual 
(Percentaýqes, by Area and Sex) 
It is very 
much down 
to the 
individual 
Itdepends 
upon both the 
individual and 
other factors 
It mainly 
depends on job 
opportunities in 
your area 
No 
answer 
Westdown Females (n=59) 62.7 8.5 6.8 22.0 
Males (n= 60) 51.7 21.7 15.0 11.7 
Eastborough Females (n=53) 56.6 7.5 24.5 11.3 
Males (n=5 1) 52.9 15.7 19.6 11.8 
Whole 
Sample 
Females (n=l 12) 59.8 8.0 15.2 17.0 
Males (n= 111) 52.3 18.9 17.1 11.7j 
In both coReCYfs more females than males felt that success in finding a job was 'very much 
down to the individual'. This finding may be linked to other aspects of students' 
viewpoints. If the females are more optimistic about finding appropriate employment and 
are more willing to move away from their area of residence then it follows that they may 
be more likely to ascribe. job-finding success to the individual. However, it should be 
noted that the differences between male and female attitudes summarised in Table 8.8 are 
not huge and more than half the male sample (Table 8.9) also saw job-finding success as 
primarily down to the individual. 
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One other way of considering gender differences in relation to vocational preparation 
and employment expectations is to look at perceived levels of confidence, experience and 
skill. Tables 8.10 and 8.11 compare the sexes in terms of experiences of Information 
Technology and other types of skills. 
Table 8.10 - Level of Expe ience of Information Technology (IT) (Percentages, by Sex, Whole Sample) 
A lot of 
experience of U 
Some experience 
of IT 
Little or no 
experience of IT 
No 
answer 
Females (n=l 12) 29.5 59.8 8.9 
Males (n= I 11) 34.2 53.2 10.8 
Table 8.11 - Perceived Skill Levels on a Range of Different Skills (By Sex, Whole Sample, Percentages 
Stating that they were 'Very well' or 'Reasonably well equipp d' in These Skills) 
Technical Basic writing and Social skills/ Confidence/ 
skills number skills relating to others decision-making 
skills 
Females (n=1 12) 78.6 1 78-5 1 86.6 1 95.5 
Ljýales (U-- 111) 89.2 
1 
89.2 
1 
90.1 
1 
84.9 
Although a greater proportion of males had 'a lot' of experience of IT (34 per cent 
compared to just under 30 per cent) this is compensated for by the fact that more females 
had 'some' experience of IT (60 per cent compared to 53 per cent of males), so overall 
levels of IT experience were probably similar. Greater proportions of males reported 
themselves as better equipped than females on three of the four types of skills listed in 
Table 8.11 (though none of these differences are statistically significant). Females 
outscored males on 'Confidence/decision-making skills', with over 95 per cent of the 
females stating that they were 'very' or 'reasonably' well equipped in these skills. 
There are inevitably dangers in using self-reportedattributes such as those presented in 
these tables. Stanworth (1983, p. 44) by comparing student estimates of ability with 
teacher estimates has noted how sixth form boys over-rated their academic abilities. In the 
p. resent research, even though the questionnaire was confidential, it would not look good 
for a male to adrnit that he had no experience of information technology or that he lacked 
technical or number skills, especially when that individual is on a technical-vocational 
college course. It is a possibility here that respondents were providing 'socially desirable' 
answers and that peer group pressures were working in unseen and indirect ways. 
Much of this quantitative data, of course, can only give indirect indications of how these 
students felt about the impact of gender upon their education and job prospects. For direct 
opinions on gender differences in modem society, and in the students' own experiences, 
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the group discussions were a better source of information. Often gender issues arose 
without any prompting from the facilitator and there were lively discussions within the 
groups. Perhaps the most interesting of these, illustrating some of the ambiguities present 
in the students' attitudes, took place in Westdown College in the only all female interview 
group: 
PR: Do you think there's any sexism in employment practices? 
Natalie: I stiU do think there's a bit. There's bound to be some... We're not reaffy going 
to get rid of it. I think it's better now. 
Susan: If it was say.. two male managers doing the same interview and there was... a girl 
and a boy going for a job I thinkc... they would always go for the boy over the girl. 
Natalie: It does depend on the job as well... If it was a mostly male environment they 
would have gone for the man. 
Susan [who is in the Administration/Business group): Although you hardly get any niale 
s6cretaries. 
Natalie: Oh, you get quite a few now, you'd be surprised. 
Susan: It's still considered as, like, a woman's job is a secretary. 
Natalie: I mean a lot more men are becoming that now. Because if you think about it 
there's more jobs in there now than there are builders and bricklayers and that, so they 
have to turn their skills to something else. 
PR: Higher level jobs seem to be occupied by men, do you feel strongly about that? 
Susan: Wen, you go to work anywhere, you're virtuaUy guaranteed that your boss win 
be- a man. 
Natalie: There's a new woman Chief Constable isn't there? She's got a top job, I saw that 
[on TV] last night. It is getting better gradually. 
Elizabeth: It can only go slowly anyhow... 
Susan: I don't think men think now, oh women should be at home, you know, doing the 
cooking or anything. I don't think a lot of men can accept they've got a woman for a boss, 
because it's a bit sort of demeaning or whatever. 
PR: Does this ever affect any of you personally, on an individual level: you think 'I won't 
apply for that job because a fernale. wouldn't get it'? 
I 
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Natalie: No, I don't see why not. You should just apply for it anyway, whether it states 
inale or female. They shouldn't do that because that's sex discrin-dnation... They're 
supposed to offer it to everyone... Each should have equal opportunity to get the job. 
8A Race and Ethnicity 
The members of this discussion group had similar attitudes towards racism and racial 
discrimination, but had rather less to say on these topics and gave fewer examples: 
PR: Do you think there's still racial discrirnination? 
Elizabeth: Yes, definitely. 
Natalie: I think there's a bit, but like everything else, it's slowly going away. You'll never 
get rid of it, but... it is going. 
Susan: But it's definitely still there. 
Overall, then, ethnicity was not discussed in a great deal of detail by the (all white) 
Westdown groups. Questionnaire responses also seem to suggest that race was not a 
critical issue at Westdown: only II per cent of respondents there felt that race was 'very' 
or 'quite' important when looking for a job (see Table 8.4). 
The situation was rather differ ent in Eastborough though: there 27 per cent of 
respondents saw race as 'very' or 'quite' important in this respect. The topic of racial 
discrimination aroused considerable passions in one of the Eastborough discussion groups. 
There were nine regular interviewees in this college, of whom four described themselves 
as 'black' or 'Asian' (thus reflecting the ethnic n-dx of the whole college). These four, 
three females and one male, were (coincidentally) in the san-e- discussion group, along with 
one white male. These four individuals were'generally of the view that although they had 
n ot experienced high levels of racism within the cpUege (on the contrary, it was fairly 
supportive) racial discrin-dnation was widespread in East London. 
PR: There's a question in the questionnaire... asking you what characteristics are 
important when looking for a job... Jeff, you said 'race' can be quite important. Is that 
based on your own experience? 
Jeff. I've not been out looking for jobs that much, but what I've heard from friends and 
relations, race is very important - yeah, I think so. 
Sandip: If you look at society I think- it is important, because there is a lot of racial abuse 
and discrimination... 
I 
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PR: Do you think there is racial discrimination? 
Jeff. Oh yeah, I think so, I know so. Lots of employers only employ white people. I feel 
everybody should be given a chance. 
Sandip: ... discrimination's always going to be there, whether it's race or sex, but it has been improved... I don't think organisations can really afford to discrin-dnate against 
anyone because, thinking about it, they want profit, so they'll go for the best - they won't 
be able to choose what sex they are, it depends on your qualifications, your education. 
Jeff. The problem is you cannot prove that [the black person] is the best person for the 
job. I watched this TV programme... where both people had the same qualifications and 
the employer chose the white person. They went back to the employer and said 'why? ' 
an .d he said, well, because that sort of job, it's fixed for that kind of person. It's fixed for 
a white person. It [discrimination] is still there. It might not be there generally, but there 
are low-paid jobs, stuff like that. Most ethnic minorities don't n-dnd doing it, but when 
people apply for 'high' jobs, like MPs and stuff, you don't see many ethnic minorities 
being MPs because when they shortlist them for it they don't pick theni. It's all got to do 
with when you're aspiring to get to the high positions, that's when the problems start... 
At least two of the respondents in this Eastborough group had experienced racial 
discrimination at a personal level and, in a later discussion, were willing to give examples. 
These comments were developed from a general discussion about local job opportunities: 
Serena: I have applied for three jobs. I didn't get one because I didn't speak the language. 
I applied for two just around the comer and I didn't get those jobs. I want to know why.. 
Maybe it's because I'm coloured or because I'm a woman. 
Anthony: My old boss knew someone whose son applied for a job somewhere and they 
said 'no, sorry that job's already been taken'. He got a bit suspicious so he got his friend 
to 'phone up with an 'English' voice and they said 'oh yes, there is a job going, can we 
take your detailsT 
Serena: Each tirm I go into [a local supermarket wbere she had previously applied for a 
job] I see new people, English people, at the checkouts, I never see anyone like me. 
Rita: That's right. This incident happened to me in the Summer holidays. There was this 
job advert in [Eastboroughl in a card shop... I went inside for more details of this part- 
time job. She gave me a paper and pen and said write down your personal information and 
we will contact you... I was looking around the shop when this other girl, an English girl, 
came in and said 'what about this jobT... she said 'oh, alright then' and gave it [the. job) 
to her! 
Serena: This kind of thing forces you to think that there is racisrn, even if you don't want 
to think about it. 
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It was not surprising that the Eastborough respondents had a greater awareness of racial 
issues and, in some cases, had actually experienced racial prejudice and discrimination. 
East London has historically had a diverse ethnic population: 21 per cent of the borough's 
population classified themselves as 'non-wl-lite' and 42 per cent of the college 
questionnaire sample stated that they belonged to an ethnic minority group. Thus the 
college had been particularly successful, especially in recent years, in attracting students 
from the ethnic minorities of East London. This attraction was due to a number of factors 
including the provision of language courses, a clearly defined (and enacted) set of equal 
opportunities policies and the strength of 'word of mouth' recommendations for the 
college and its courses. Students from ethnic minority backgrounds opted for the full 
range of courses from A levels and GNVQs to BTEC First, NVQ level 1 and GCSE 
courses. 
Almost paradoxically, in some ways, the high proportion of students from ethnic 
minorities at Eastborough College may help to explain their relatively high levels of 
optimism in tern-Ls of job aspirations. One of the tutors pointed out in an informal 
discussion that many of the students from an Asian background lived in extended families, 
often with their own family-run business. Some of these students could have expected to 
be involved with the fan-&y business once their education had been completed (though it 
must be emphasised that many also wished to progress to higher education and to look 
for work outside their own family context). Where there was a family-run business already 
in existence the expectation of a job was bound to be higher than if the person was 
expecting to be at the mercy of the demands of the highly competitive and somewhat 
restricted local labour market. 
It seems that there were structures of racism working against these students, but in some 
senses their family and peer groups, and even the college itself, were building structures 
to support them and to counteract negative tendencies towards prejudice and 
discrimination. This indirect support, in turn, in some cases may have helped to encourage 
individual levels of optimism despite racial inequalities in employment and recruitment 
patterns. While the racial dimension of a local job market is undoubtedly important we 
should not underestimate the resourcefulness and 
ihe 
capabilities of ethnic minorities at 
both conununity and individual levels. 
8.5 Social Class 
In the group discussions the respondents had very little to say about social class. It is 
difficult to assess whether this was because they did not see this topic as important or 
whether it was because of a lack of prompting on the part of the facilitator. In terms of 
managing the discussion, 'class' was treated in exactly the same way as 'race' and 
'gender': that is, if these topics were raised by the respondents then they were followed 
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up and further opinions were sought. With race and gender, as can be seen from the 
previous two sections, following up was not really necessary, because the respondents had 
plenty to say on these issues based on their own attitudes and experiences. 
It is possible that social class was not discussed in detail because it was not as easily 
identifiable (both physically and conceptually) to the students as race and gender. While 
the respondents did not use terminology obviously associated with social class, several did 
talk about economic differences and potential wage and salary levels. The students also 
had some awareness of how well off/badly off they were in financial tern-is. Question 14 
in the questionnaire asked the respondents how well off they were at the time of the 
survey compared to their situation a year previously. Responses are summarised in Table 
8.12 below: 
Table 8.12 - Respondents' Financial Situation Compared to a Year Ago 
Better Off Same Worse Off Don't Know No Answer 
Westdown 
n= 119) 
39.5 29.4 23.5 6.7 0.8 
Eastborough 
(n = 104) 
36.5 37.5 18.3 6.7 1.0 
Whole Sample 
(n = 223) 
38.1 33.2 21.1 
1 
6.7 0.9 
It is not surprising that nearly 40 per cent of the sample saw themselves as better off, 
given that a year previously many of the respondents would have been at school: after 
starting at college they would be much more likely to have a part-time job, providing some 
independent income. About one in five of the sample saw themselves as worse off and one 
in three as in the same position, financially, as a year ago. Of course this does not directly 
tell us much about the students' class position: the dimensions of class will probably 
become much clearer when these individuals have finally settled into full-time work. . 
Questions about political views and attitudes to trade unions may also, indirectly, tell 
us something about the social class perspectives of the respondents, though with the wide 
variety of factors affecting voting behaviour and the possibility of 'class dealignment' in 
recent years, it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions. There were apparently more 
potential labour voters in Eastborough than in Westdown (39 per cent as compared to 27 
per cent) (see Table. 7.12) but trade unions had very sirnilar levels of support (54 per cent 
of Westdown and 53 per cent of Eastborough respondents indicated that they would like 
to join a trade union when they are worldng). With apparently higher levels of gender and 
racial awareness in the East London borough, one might expect a greater level of class 
aNyareness there too. Responses to the question on social characteristics (Q. 37) provide 
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sorne support for this view: 30 per cent of Eastborough respondents indicated that they 
felt that class was 'very' or 'quite' important when it came to looking for a job compared 
to only 18 per cent of Westdown respondents (see Table 8.4). 
in the group discussions the topic of social class was only occasionally mentioned and 
even then it was only discussed in indirect ways. The most prominent class-related 
comment in the entire series of group interviews was probably the claim made by one of 
the Eastborough GNVQ leisure students that 'the rich are getting richer an dt he poor are 
getting poorer'. Several of the students said that they did not see themselves as part of a 
social class: the phrases 'working class' and 'middle class' were not used at all, though 
S ome respondents did talk about the 'well off' and the 'not so well off. 
. 
In the light of this limited and rather patchy evidence on the importance of social class 
to these young people it is very Oficult to reach any firm conclusions. Certainly they did 
not then-Lselves choose to describe their attitudes and experiences using social class 
t ern-linology, whereas gender, race and associated phrases were used freely and fairly 
consistently. It may well be that having'not yet had experience of full-time work and 
consequent processes of occupational socialisation, a class identity had not yet been 
developed, but it may also be the case that these students saw social class terminology as 
outmoded and only indirectly relevant to their own life experiences. It seems that 
structural patterns of class inequality were not recognised by the students on an individual 
basis: if this is the case then the survey data and the interview responses would appear to 
support the individualisation thesis. Social class structures have not gone away, but they 
are undergoing change and are taking on new forms. The individualisation thesis may 
contribute to the. development of a -new tern-dnology to describe these new patterns of 
econornic differences and experiences. 
8.6 Family Background 
The East London sample was slightly different to the Westdown sample in that the 
youngsters in the former area experienced more extended family situations, due partly to 
the importance of such families in Asian cultures, and more single parent settings. Despite 
these differences, the overall impression, derived from both types of data, is that the 
relationships between these students and their families tended to be based on support and 
encouragement, usually without too much pressure on the students to follow a particular 
pathway after college. Many respondents expressed a view that whilst parents would often 
advise and encourage they were never forcibly pushed in a particular direction and on the 
whole they were allowed the freedom to make their own decisions. Parental attitudes 
towards the possible education or employment of their offspring at age 16 are summarised 
ýn Table 8.13. 
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Table 8.13 - Parental Attitudes Towards the EmploymentlEducation of their 
Children at Age 16 (Both Samples, Numbers and Percejuages) 
Mother Father 
Wanted me to stay in education 111 (49.8) 99 (44.4) 
Wanted me to leave and enter training/employment 9 (4.0) 10 (4.5) 
Did not care 1 (0.4) 4 (1.8) 
Left it up to me 79 (35.4) 75 (33.6) 
No answer 23 (10.3) 3L__Ll5.7) 
From these figures it can be seen that around a third of parents left decisions about further 
education/employment to their children while nearly half expressed a desire for their sons 
or daughters to stay in education. It is notable that less than I in 20 parents wanted their 
son or daughter to take up employment orjoin a training scheme at age 16: such a pattern 
w. ould not have been evident ten or twenty years ago when many more parents would 
have encouraged their children into ftill-time employment at the earliest opportunity. The 
proportions are similar for both samples, although a slightly higher percentage of 
Eastborough parents wanted their 16-year-old to stay in education. 
. The great majority of the sarnple (91 per cent) were still living at home with one or both 
parents at the time of the survey. A question about whether or not the students had 
arguments with their parents and about what the sources of such arguments rnight be, 
revealed that on the whole these young people got on well with their mothers and fathers. 
The issue that was most likely to cause arguments was 'helping in the home', 15 percent 
of the young people admitting that they 'often' had arguments about this topic. 
Performance at college, job plans and personal appearance caused relatively few inter- 
generational conflicts. This finding is supported by the results from a question asking 
about levels of satisfaction with 'family lifeý - 86 per cent of the sample reported being 
'satisfied' or 'very satisfied' with their family life. 
It has already been shown (Table 8.4) that less than one-fifth of the. sample felt that 
family background was important when looking for a job. It would seem that families do 
have an influence, but often an indirect one. This suits the young people at a time when 
they are striving to establish their own adult identity and commensurate levels of 
independence. Support from the family is usually there if they need it, but at the same time 
they are largely allowed the freedom to 'make their own way' to their educational and 
occupational destinations. 
Both the ESRC 16-19 Initiative and the Anglo-German Studies reported similar findings 
with regards to young people and family life. Evans and Heinz (1994, p. 144) found "a 
high level of satisfaction with family life". The family may assist the young person in the I 
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transition to work, but at the same time may contain economic limitations. In the Anglo- 
German Studies it was discovered that young people in Trajectory I received most 
material support from their parents, while those from Trajectory IV received least (Evans 
and Heinz (Eds. ), 1094, p. 149): 
Our investigation demonstrates that the family is still an important factor in the 
reproduction of socio-economic Merences. Furthermore, an -individualised 
transition seems to be possible only if there is some material and emotional 
support - at a distance - by parents (Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994, p. 15 1). 
8.7 Peer Group Influences 
Similar comments apply to friendship networks and peer groups. 96 per cent of the 
questionnaire sample indicated that they were 'satisfied' or 'very satisfied' with their 
friendships. Peers were sometimes influential in illustrating to the individual what options 
were open to them at the ages of 16 and 18. When the respondents were asked to give 
reasons for their particular choice of college and course friends were often mentioned: 'I 
already knew people there' or 'my friend recommended the course' were typical 
conunents. 
In the Westdown group discussions mention was made of the activities of friends who 
were not at the college and it was acknowledged that peer pressures sometimes had to be 
resisted: 
Susan: Well I get a bit upset when I see all my friends driving around in their flashy cars 
and everything because they've been worldng since they were 16. And they say to me 'oh, 
when are you going to finally get a jobT, you know. Just because they've got a job 
doesn't mean I have to go out and get one. 
Given that the proportions of 16-year-olds whoý leave school and go directly into 
employment in Westdown are considerably higher than the national average it is not 
surprising that these college students experienced such peer pressures in this town. 
Other than the comment made above not much was said about the peer group in the 
group discussions, though it was clear that the respondents could sometimes be influenced 
by their: ftiends and peers. It was also clear that the college provided an important social 
setting for many of the students, some individuals stressing that 'leisure' and 'socialising' 
were as important as work. 
The peer group, like the family and the college staff structure, seemed to be used as a 
support network. Friends were there if you needed them and could provide useful 
information about course choice, work experience and job possibilities. Groups of friends 
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were sharing information and experiences in ways which would assist the transition of 
individuals into higher education or the workplace. However, the peer group had other 
functions too, not the least of which was the provision of a leisure and social network. 
Much research has been carried out on youth cultures and youth leisure patterns, but not 
so much on the peer group as a source of advice and support during educational/economic 
transitions. This is yet another area where ftirther research would help us to develop a 
more detailed picture of the social structures and groups shaping youth transitions. 
8.8 Summary: Comparing Samples 
This chapter has examined data gathered from the research process which tends to 
indicate that the respondents were aware of and influenced by a variety of structural 
environments. It is clear that there were a number of important structural influences 
operating upon these students' school to work transitions. Both samples, for example, 
showed an awareness of how area influences, or local economic characteristics, could (and 
did) a&ct their job aspirations. The questionnaire findings suggest that the Eastborough 
respondents were 'realistic' in this respect - many acknowledged that finding work in East 
London is more difficult than in other parts of the country. The Westdown respondents 
were aware that their job prospects, in a local economy that was still expanding, were 
probably better than they would have been elsewhere. This is not to say, however, that the 
East London respondents were unduly pessimistic - indeed responses to further written 
questions along with a number of interview comments suggest that in some ways they 
were at least as optiryfistic as their Westdown counter-parts. This apparent contradiction 
is considered further in the next chapter. 
In terms of fan-&y and peer group influences the two samples seem to be very similar. 
Many respondents acknowledged that these social groups could be influential, but they 
were mainly in the background - they provided support 'if you needed it'. Parental 
attitudes and patterns of family life were similar across the two boroughs, though there 
were more single parent families in East London. 
Data on attitudes towards 'social characteristics' including gender, ethnicity and social 
class, reveal interesting contrasts between the two samples, though we must be careful not 
to overemphasise these differences. The evidence suggests that the Eastborough sample 
attributed greater importance to each of these characteristics in tern-is of their perceived 
effects on job applications and employment prospects. Here the socio-economic and 
demographic contexts of the two student samples are influential. The Eastborough sample, 
living in a multi-ethnic borough with a wide variety of socio-economic groupings, with 
localities ranging from suburbs of expensive detached houses to run down, almost 'inner 
city' areas, have experienced a larger range of cultural styles and are more likely to have 
experienced racial or sexual discrimination. The amount of time given in the group 
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discussions (by the respondents) to race and gender issues confirms the importance of 
these topics to the East London students. This is not to say that the, Westdown 
respondents saw these issues as unimportant: rather the data collected here suggested that 
the effects of structural characteristics and social inequalities were most pron-dnent in the 
responses of the Eastborough student groups. In both boroughs the concept of 'social 
class' was not stressed as much as gender or ethnicity, but this may have been due to a 
reluctance to use the tern-dnology associated with social class, and economic difficulties 
and status differences were discussed. 
There is no evidence that structural influences are going away. The nature of the impact 
of these influences may be changing and the degree of their influence may vary across 
different parts of the country, but they are always there as influences. Sometimes social 
characteristics can have an immediate impact, as when an individual is denied employment 
because of his or her race, colour or sex, but more often these characteristics, or group 
influences such as those encountered in the family and the peer group, remain 'in the 
background'. Family and friendship influences are often, though not always, supportive 
and could be called upon as a resource when needed by the individual. This suggests that 
even with the presence of these structural factors, these young people still saw themselves 
as navigating their way through the transition to work or to higher education. Often 
plenty of scope remains for individual choice, though the degree of choice will vary 
according to individual circumstances. The next chapter exan-dries the questionnaire and 
interview data for manifestations of individual decision-making and the influence of 
agency upon the school to work transition. 
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Chapter Nine-----Data Analysis: Agency - Making Your Own Decisiom 
The findings reported in the previous chapter all suggest that the students featured in the 
questionnaire survey and in the group interviews were aware of a variety of structural 
influences and that these had varying levels of impact upon their school to work 
transitions. Very often though these students seemed to assert and reassert their 
individuality and to talk in terms of making their own decisions, independent of thel'armly, 
the peer group and other structural influences. This chapter brings together some of the - 
questionnaire findings and interview data which provide support for notions of individual 
ag ency. Agency here refers to those aspects of the decision-mak-ing process in school to 
work transitions which are predon-dnantly individual, creative, pro-active and may involve 
resisting external pressures. 
As noted previously, structure and agency are not distinct, opposing concepts, rather 
they should be. seen as ideal types at each end of a continuum. Decision-making behaviour 
is likely to involve elements of both, especially where such behaviour is complex and, as 
is the case here, is based upon at least sixteen years of schooling and family upbringing. 
It is difficult, if not impossible, to separate the two types of influence. What is possible, 
though, is to exan-dne the. data collected here to see how important individual agency is 
and has been to the young people featured in this study. Specific questions on 
individuality, self-confidence, responsibility and independence were used to try to bring 
out student perspectives on these issues. In addition levels of optirnism/pessimism were 
considered on the basis that if these young people were optimistic, whatever the state of 
their local labour market, then they must possess a degree of expectation in tern-is of 
overcoming negative structural factors such as high local unemployment rates and the. 
impact of various forms of discrimination. 
9.1 Finding a Job: Individual Effort and 11, Uck' 
I One question, particularly relevant to this kind of issue, asked 'when it comes down'to 
finding a job, to what extent does success depend upon the individualT The responses to 
this question are presented in Table 9.1 below. 
It can be seen that well over half the respondents in each of the localities indicated that 
they felt that finding a job was 'very much down to the individual'. An underlying attitude 
of a majority of the sample was that whether or not a young person obtains employment 
is very much affected by personal, individual factors. This finding does not necessarily 
mean that the respondents ignore 'other factors, such as family background', but only a 
ininority in either sample chose. those categories that gave these factors a major influence. 
I 
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Table 9.1 - Opinions on the Extent to Which Success in Finding a Job Depends 
Upon the Individual (Numbers and Percentages) 
Westdown Eastborough 
It is very much down to the individual 68 (57.1) 57 (54.8) 
It depends on both the individual and other factors, such as 
family background 
18 (15.1) 12 (11.5) 
It mainly depends on job opportunities in your area 13 (10.9) 23 (22.1) 
No answer 20 (16.8) 12 (11.5) 
There was a strong and fairly widespread belief in individualism and in the potential for 
'bettering oneself'. Success in the labour market, even where the unemployment rate was 
as high as 15 per cent, was still seen as primarily being down to the individual by a 
majority of the sample. Since gaining qualifications was an important part of this belief 
(see Section 9.2) it is evident that some form of 'work ethic' was prevalent in these 
students' outlooks. The. idea of a 'work ethic' cropped up several times in the group 
discussions. Where students talked about their leisure lives they would frequently add, 
'but I work hard at college' or 'I make sure that I get the work done first'. It was 
emphasised that tutors would help with college work, but 'whether you did it or not was 
down to you'. Many of the young people seemed to enjoy this element of responsibility 
for completing work and for building up a portfolio of achievements. 
It would be interesting to know why respondents in each of these two settings took this 
view that individual effort was paramount. It may be that, after a period of about fifteen 
years, some elements of the 'new vocationalism' have worked in the sense of inculcating 
work attitudes (whether or not this was desired by educationists). Beliefs in the need to 
work hard, to better oneself via the achievement of qualifications, and to be competent 
in a range of work-related skills were all evident in the student responses. In the 
interviews several of the respondents adhered to a 'ladder of opportunity' view, believing 
not only that your point of entry into the labour market is shaped by individual effort (and 
the possession of qualifications) but also that once you have entered a workplace 
hierarchy it is possible to work your way up through individual effort and further 
education or training. 
Before leaving Table 9.1, however, we should also note that the 'labour market effect' 
appears to be stronger in Eastborough where just over 22 per cent of the sample indicated 
that local job opportunities were the don-dnant factor, as compared with just under 11 per 
cent in Westdown. There seemed to be a minority of students in Eastborough who 
recognised that however hard they worked local job opportunities would still be restricted 
and lirnited in a number of ways. 
I 
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It was not always possible to explore in the 
-group 
interviews why there was such an 
emphasis on individualism and self- aeWevement. Such an emphasis did emerge in 
discussions at both college sites, but it was not always easy to identify where this 
emphasis came fi-om. It was as if the students were in the process of forming opinions on 
the factors influencing their employment prospects and, in the absence of experience of 
the'job market, relied heavily upon individually-based factors. They were occasionally 
hard pressed to explain why well qualified people sometimes end up unemployed. An 
example can be taken from the Eastborough all-male discussion group: 
PR: How would you support your statement that [finding a job] is very much down to the 
individual? What do you mean by that? 
John: Given the effort you have put in, the confidence you have in yourself. 
Wayne: If you've got the qualifications, well I mean it iq down to individual luck on the 
day, if you get a job. 
John: Put the effort in, put yourself out. 
PR: This question of 'luck' is quite interesting 
Wayne: Well, yeah. I've known [employing] organisations that have had a hat. They've 
got five or six people and pulled one out. 
PR: Would you not accept that there are people who make the effort, get the 
qualifications and then don't get a job? Now why do you think that happens? 
John: Luck. 
Wayne: Luck, again. 
The scenario presented here seerns to be as follows: in college you have to work as hard 
as you can to achieve the best possible results you can, you must use all your abilities to 
the full. If you have done this then, once you start applying for employment, whether or Zý 
not you get the job depends largely on 'luck' or 'being in the right place at the right time'. 1=1 4: 1 
In other words, individual effort operates until you experience a setback or a failure, when 
an external factor ('luck') is brought into the equation. A reference is made in the above 
discussion to 'luck' as bein- based, for example, on random selection from a set of names 
in a hat, but, in relation to employment and recruitment, this is a concept that deserves 
Wrther exploration. 
188 
9.2 The Importance of Oualifications 
It has already been shown (in Table 8.4) that large majorities of both samples saw 
education/quaVications as important when it comes to looking for employment. A further z: 1 
breakdown of these responses, by college, is shown in Table 9.2. 
Table 9.2 - Respolidents' Opinions on the Importance of EducationlQualifications 
Men Lookingfor a Job (Percentages) 
Very Quite Not Notat all No answer 
important Important Particularly Important 
Important 
1 
Westdown (n = 119) 5 33.6 
1 
4.2 3.4 0.0 
Eastborough (n = 104) 
1 
74.0 
1 
22.1 2.9 1 0.01 1.0 
It can be seen that well over 90 per cent of respondents in each of the two samples saw 
education/qualifications as 'very' or 'quite' important in the job seeking process. Only a 
very small minority of students saw qualifications as 'not particularly important' or 'not 
at all important'. Eastborough respondents were more likely to select the 'very important' 
category, perhaps reflecting the greater degree of scarcity of employment opportunities 
and the consequent perceived increased need for certificated qualifications in the East 
London labour market. 
Of course the type7of education received and the level of qualifications obtained depend 
upon a whole complex of structural factors as well as on individual effort. Home 
background, social class, gender, ethnicity, quality of teaching, locality and a host of other 
factors have been shown to have at least some influence on educational achievement. 
However, in written responses to other questions and in the follow up group discussions 
these students stressed again and again the importance-of individual effort. The need to 
work hard for qualifications and to 'better yourself' was one of the most prominent topics 
in the unstructured sections of the group interviews. There were strong suggestions that 
these students generally believed in the idea of a 'rneritocracy' and that if you 'failed' (in 
terms of obtaining qualifications) then this was probably your own fault and down to a 
lack of effort and determination. Ag , ain, the presence of these attitudes, desirable or 4: 1 
undesirable as they may be to educational theorists and researchers, seems to indicate that 
at least some aspects of the ideology of the 'new vocationalism' have worked their way 4ý1 
into these students' belief systems. 
Answers to Question 39 in the questionnaire, on what the students expected to be doing I 
in one year's time, provide some indications of the expectations of these students as they 
related to their FE courses and associated qualification levels. These responses are 
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summarised in Table 9.3 below. 
Table 9.3 - What Respondents Expected to be Doing in a Year's Tinle (by Area, 
Percentages) 
At At College At 6th Form In a Full- other No Answer 
University of FE College Time Job Categories 
Westdown (n 8.4 43.7 0.8 37.8 5.9 3.4 
119) 
Eastborough (n 23.1 44.2 1.0 25.0 5.7 1.0 
= 104) 
Whole Sample 15.2 43.9 0.9 31.9 5.9 2.2 
(n = 223) 1 1 1 1 
Taking the sample as a whole, just over one in seven students expected to be at 
university in twelve months time. Around 44 per cent expected still to be at a college of 
further education (this is not really surprising given that about this proportion of the 
s ample were on their first year of a two or three year course at the time of the survey) and 
just under a third expected to be in full-time employment. 'Other categories' included 
part-time work, being on a training scheme or an apprenticeship, in social or community 
service and being 'out of work. 
- Looking at the two samples separately, an important difference emerges in these 12- 
month expectations: a much greater proportion of the Eastborough sample expected to 
be at ur&ersity (23 per cent as compared to -only 8 per cent of Westdown students) and, 
conversely, a much greater proportion of the. Westdown sample expected to be in full-time 
work (38 per cent compared to 25 per cent of Eastborough students). These differences 
can to some extent be accounted for in terms of the relative ages of the two samples and 
by the fact that the survey was carried out later in the academic year at Eastborough, but 
these factors only provide a partial explanation. It does seem that the Westdown sample 
had a greater tendency to use their qualifications to find employment at the age of 18 (in 
a local labour market where more such jobs were likely to be available), whereas greater 
proportions of the Eastborough sample were either delaying entry into their (less buoyant) 
labour market by planning to go on to university, or were simply more ambitious 
academically. Certainly, whether the plan was to go to university or into full-time 
employment, levels of optimism were high: no individual, in either of the two college 
samples, ticked the. category 'I expect to be out of work in twelve months time'. 
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9.3 Levels of Optimism 
The belief in the importance of individual effort was often accompanied by a degree of 
optimism on the part of the students in terms of their'own job prospects, whatever the 
state of their local labour market. TNs was one of the most interesting (and in some ways 
perplexing) findings of the research. This degree of optimism is prevalent ip responses to 
a number of questions on prospects of employment and unemployment. For example, 
respondents were asked 'how likely do you think it is that you will find suitable. 
employment when you complete your full-time educationT and a summary of their replies 
is provided in Table 9.4. 
Table 9.4 - Perceived Likelihood of Finding Suitable Employment Upon the 
Completion of Full-time Education (Pe tages) 
Very likely/ 
Quite likely 
Possibly Unlikely/ 
No chance 
No answer 
Westdown (n = 119) 37.0 58.0 4.2 0.8 
Eastborougb (n = 104) 40.4 54.8 3.8 1.0-1 
A related question asked respondents how confident they were about avoiding 
unemployment. The findings arising from this question (Table 9.5) also support this view 
of young people as optimistic, whatever their locality. 
Table 9.5 - Respondents' Levels of Confidence Relating to the Statement 7 Will 
Avoid Unemployment' (Percentagýes) 
I 
Very 
confident 
Reasonably 
confident 
Fairly 
doubtful 
Very 
doubtful 
No 
answer 
Westdown (n = 119) 23.5 62.2- 9.2 3.4 1.7 
Eastborough (n = 104) 1 33.7 1 46.2 1 12.5 1 3.8 3.8 
Similar proportions of the two samples expressed themselves as being either 'very' or 
'reasonably' confident that they wM avoid unemployment: the respondents also expressed 
similar levels of confidence on a range of other job-related factors. 
It is interesting here that the Eastborough students, in their depressed labour market 
with higher than average unemployment rates, are at least as optimistic as their Westdown 
counterparts. (There are parallels here with a finding reported by the authors of the first 
Anglo-German Study that four-fifths of their sample of young people. in Liverpool were 
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confident that they would not become unemployed - these youngsters were in this respect 
more optimistic than their 'counterparts in 'expanding' labour markets in both Germany 
and England: Bynner and Roberts (Eds. ), 199 1, pp. 178-9). Perhaps there is something 
about living in a city neighbourhood that encourages individual optimism despite an 
econon-iically-depressed environment. Alternatively, it may be that these levels of 
optimism occurred because of the nature of the sample - whether they lived in cities, 
towns or villages these were young people with most of their lives in front of them and 
it was natural that they should take on an optimistic outlook at this stage of their lives. 
Another possibility, as discussed in Section 7.6, is that the colleges were providing a 
protective environment which supported and encouraged confident and optimistic student 
beliefs. The colleges were supportive but the econornic environment outside the further 
education context will be more competitive and these young people may have to adjust 
their aspirations when they leave college. When this happens, by 'objective', external 
measures, the Eastborough youngsters are going to enter a more difficult 
economic/employment situation than the Westdown sample and more of the former are 
likely to be unemployed, consequently the East Londoners wM have to make more 
dramatic adjustn-&nts in their expectations when they enter the labour market despite the 
similar levels of optimism expressed while at college. 
There may also be discrepancies between individual and general opinions: that is, when 
asked 'if you are going to be successful in employment terms? ' young people are bound 
to give an optimistic response - not to do so would be an adn-dssion of personal failure. 
This type of finding is not new in youth transition research. Furnham notes how individual 
success in avoiding unemployment is frequently attributed by respondents to internal 
factors such as personal attributes and abilities, whereas general failure (or actual 
experience of unemployment) is usually attributed to external factors such as government 
policies and the state of the labour market (Furnharn, 199 1, p. 139). It would seem that in 
terms of finding employment the majority of the students featured in the present study had 
more of a belief in an internal locus of control based on individual achievement than on 
external, structural factors, but of course this attitude may change as their experiences of 
employment/unemployment unfold. Whatever the explanation for these levels of optimism 
there are some important issues here and possible explanations are discussed further in 
Section 11.5. 
Confidence on the part of the East London respondents was also evident on an 
individual basis in the group interviews, though there was also a degree of realism and a 
realisation that it was going to be difficult to find a suitable. job at an appropriate level: 
PR: Tell me about jobs in this area... I've researched in two places, one is here and o'ne 
is in the West country, in a town just off the M4 which is growing. The people aged 16 
to 19 1 spoke to there are very confident about getting a job, there are lots of jobs 
arclund... Most of them can expect to get either a reasonably good part-time job or a full- 
192 
th-ne job. Now the unemployn-&nt rate in this area is moving towards 15 per cent... so you 
should, in theory, be more pessimistic on the whole. Do you think you are pessimistic? 
Anthony: I think there isn't much chance of getting a job without the necessary 
qualifications, because there's just so many other people wanting one. 
Jeff. We all need to better our qualifications. 
Sandip: There's more of a trend going towards part-time work, isn't there? Retail 
professions and jobs mainly for females. I don't know, I feel pretty confident, but I know! 
if I do get a job it won't be a good job, it will be like, normal standard, because you can't 
really get very good jobs anymore. 
Jeff. Living in this borough, I would be pessimistic about it. But getting out of this place, 
out of the city itself, or even going to another country or a different area, I would be 
optimistic. 
Anthony: But this is the place where people from other places come. If they can't get a 
job round their area they come and get a job in London. 
PR: Yes, there are certain things about London, aren't there? The bright lights and more 
artistic and sporting jobs, and that kind of thing, which seem to attract people. 
Sandip: Yeah, if there's a very high unemployment rate up North - down here, you could 
be alright. 
These comments display an interestirig mixture of optin-dsm and pessimism- It seems that 
some of these individuals are reasonably optimistic about finding employment but realise 
that they have lowered their expectations in terms of the types of work they would like 
to do. The comments also show an awareness of changes that are taking place in the local 
and national labour markets, for example, acknowledgement of the movement towards 
more part-time work and service sector employment. The n-dxture of pessimism and 
optimism contained in some of these discussions is a reflection of changes that were taking 
place in the local youth labour market. 
9.4 Self-Confidence and Independence 
The respondents' levels of self-confidence in relation to employment issues support the 
suggestion that they have experienced significant degrees of independence in their 
decision-making processes. Some indirect indications of independent decision-making 
were present even before the age of 16: two-thirds of the questionnaire sample had either 
a 'reasonable' or a 'definite' career plan in the final year at school, 32 per cent repor-ting 
that they had only a 'vague idea' of what to do or that they 'did not have any real idea'. 
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Throughout the questionnaire data there were indications that these students were 
confident with a range of different types of skills and were capable of using their initiative 
and of working on their own. It has already been noted that 32 per cent of the sample had 
ca lot of experience' of using Information Technology, with a further 57 per cent claiming 
4sorne experience' of IT (see Table 8.10). Additionally, 84 per cent of the sample 
expressed a belief that they were 'very well equipped' or 'reasonably well equipped' in 
terms of technical skills. There were similar proportions taking this view in relation to 
basic writing and number skills (84 per cent), social skills/relating to others (88 per cent). 
and confidence/decision-making skills (89 per cent). These self-reported skill. levels 
re . mained high even when the sample groups were divided by sex or area (see Table 8.11). 
Obviously the acquisition of these skills has been aided by the. work of college tutors and 
others, but there seems to be, no doubt that the respondents at these two colleges regarded 
themselves as confident and competent in a range of skills and tasks. 
The students expressed a belief that they had at college been given a chance to use their 
own initiative: over a third of the sample (34 per cent) stated that they 'often' had a 
chance to use their initiative, with a further 58 per cent indicating that they 'sometimes' 
had this opportunity. Additionally 41 per cent of the sample had 'often' been able to 'set 
their own goals/targets', with a further 58 per cent indicating that they had 'sometimes' 
been able to do this (for data on these and other indicators of 'independence' and 
'responsibility' see Table 9.6). 
I This level of confidence extended into a reasonably optimistic long-term view of job 
prospects. Respondents were asked 'How confident are you that in 10 years time you will 
have the kind of job that you really wantT Nearly 29 per cent said that they were 'very 
confident' that this ambition was going to be realised, with another 58 per cent stating that 
they were reasonably confident about this prospect: 11 per cent were 'fairly doubtful' and 
less than I per cent were 'very doubtful'. 
Another factor which may have contributed to attitudes of independence was 
involvement in part-time work: 60 per cent of the questionnaire sample had a part-time 
job at the time of the survey. Part-time work provided a wage (though adn-dttedly 
probably not a very high one) which would have allowed a degree of financial 
independence from parents and others. Often part-time. jobs also provided a sense of social 
contact and experience of an 'adult' work environment, sometimes leading to ftirther 
employment openings. For example, one of the GNVQ Leisure and Tourism students 
featured in the interviews worked in a local sports and leisure complex and had, just prior 
to the first interview, been offered a fiffl-time, permanent position there. He indicated that 
he was going to accept this offer even though it would mean that he would not complete 
his college course (the course tutor informed me that this happened regularly with 
students on this type of course). Other examples of part-time jobs (experienced by 
individuals in the, inter-view groups) were as follows: cashier, chambermaid, babysitter, 
grocery assistant, warehouse assistant, shop assistant and waitress. Not very exciting I 
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positions, admittedly, but these activities were seen by the young people as a source of 
extra incorne for clothes and leisure activities and as a way of establishing adult status 
(and levels of self-confidence) in the world beyond college and the family. It should be 
noted that the figure of 60 per cent of respondents in part-time work may have masked 
local labour market differences: in Westdown 77 per cent of respondents declared part- 
time employment compared with only 41 per cent in Eastborough. 
Another question asked respondents if they possessed any skins which had not been 
recognised in formal qualifications, such as 'mending things, hobbies and dealing with, 
people'. This was an additional way of finding out what skills may have been developed 
outside the college setting. Some 43 per cent of the sample indicated that they had skills 
which had 'not been recognised in formal qualifications' and took the trouble to list these 
skills, often in considerable detail. Examples given included tech-nical skills, helping 
people, charity work, sporting skills and musical or artistic abilities. There may be a wealth 
of talent here which is largely unrecognised and which has not been reported by 
educational researchers! Even at the age of eighteen an individual may have had 
experience of very useful non-formal skills which is perhaps not fully taken account of in 
the formal education systen-L These. experiences, especially where they may have linked 
to jobs or skills required in workplaces, undoubtedly helped to boost the levels of social 
confidence expressed by these young people. 
9.5 Taking On Responsibilities 
The students were also asked how often they had experienced a range of different 
'responsibilities' at college. The findings for a selection of these are shown in Table 9.6 
below. 
Table 9.6 - Frequency of Experience at College of a Number of Types of 
'Responsibility' (Percentages, Both les, n= 223) 
Often Sometimes Never No answer 
Had a chance to use your initiative 34.1 57.4 4.5 4.0 
Been able to make decisions for yourself 56.1 41.3 0.9 1.8 
Been given responsibility 42.2 49.3 3 6.7 1.8 
Developed new skills and abilities 51.6 43.5 4.0 0.9 
et your own goals/targets 40.8 52.9 
t 
4.9 
Had to work to a deadline 
-1 
82.1 1 16. 6 0.9 
I 
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It is remarkable that despite the fact that a large proportion of the sample were in their 
first year at college over 90 per cent of the students reported 'often' or 'sometimes' 
experiencing each of these responsibilities. Comn-ients made in the group interviews about 
perceived levels of responsibility within the college environment supported these findings. 
In this, as in many other contexts, the students were generally very positive about their 
college and their tutors' attitudes. 
The colleges appear to be providing a framework where individuality and initiative are 
valued and where independence in decision-making is encouraged. Within this framework. 
students are supported in various ways, but are also 'left to get on with it' and encouraged 
to make their own informed decisions about coursework, assigru-nents and future plans. 
This notion of the college (and the family) providing guidance, but not taking over the 
decision-making responsibilities of the young people, is illustrated in the foRowing 
interview comments: 
PR: How much of what you've done in the last couple. of years has been your own 
decision, and how much of it has come from other people? 
Phil: That's a very good question 
John: I've had help from other people, like parents. 
PR: So you've taken their advice, but ultimately it's been your decision? 
John: Yes. 
Wayne: I didn't... I've just done what I wanted to do. Mind you, I was working anyway, 
so I mean, I didn't have to ask my mum or dad if I could do this or that. 
PR: Right, so in theory you've had control over choosing a course and going to college? 
Wayne: Yeah, I just told them I was going to do it. 
PR: (To the group) This word 'control', do you feel you've been in control, or do you 
feel sometimes you've been pushed perhaps by other people? 
Russell: In control I'd say. 
Phil: In control. Just taking advice from parents and friends, but mainly in control. 
Russell: They give advice, but it's up to us. They're not going to push us. 
Phil: They know they can't keep us in cotton wool for long, we've got to start learning 
our own ways, start being responsible. 
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PR: Do you feel that attitude [of responsibility] has come from the college as well? 
Phil: Yeah, like we're responsible for the work we do and we've got to meet deadlines 
and we've got to be responsible in how we set our work out and get it in on time. 
Wayne: I mean it's not like at school where, you know, you're taken every step of the 
way.. you're told what you're going to do. I mean at college it's left up to. you, whether 
you're going to achieve or not. 
These students had experienced high levels of responsibility both in college and during 
spells of work experience. It has been reported elsewhere that one of the strengths of FE 
colleges in the UK has been they way in which their staffs genuinely treat the students as 
adults: 
Some young people from the two English towns did sometimes complain about 
the content of what they did at college. However, they were invariably very 
positive about how they were treated as adults, and this was often vividly 
contrasted with how they were treated at school. This is perhaps one of the 
advantages of a voluntary system: tutors in further education (FE) colleges know 
that they have no 'hold' over students; although individual staff may sometimes 
act in authoritarian ways, the whole ethos and environment is geared to treating 
students as adults (Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994, p. 95). 
Some of the respondents in the present study also complained about their treatment by 
teachers in their final years at school. Also several of the Westdown respondents indicated 
that they had left the sixth form college in the town because 'the atmosphere wasn't right', 
meaning that they had not been given enough responsibility there and had not been given ID 
the required degree of adult status. 
In the group discussions respondents were keen to give examples of their experience 
which had helped to develop their self-confidence - the following comments were made 
by students on the GNVQ Leisure and Tourism course with reference to their work 
experience with young children in sports centres- 
PR: What do you feel more confident about as a result of doing the course? 
Wayne: Coaching kids. 
PR: Is that a responsibility element? 
Phil: It taught us a lot about ourselves, about whether we could cope with it. Most of us 
found that we could and we enjoyed it. 
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Wayne: You have to know what you're talking about as well. You can't just waffle on, 
because, with kids, they can see right through you. Well, they did with me anyway. 
[General laughter]. 
Similar comments about levels of confidence and responsibility, and about the ways in 
which family n-&mbers and college personnel guided but did not push these young people, 
were made in the other group discussions. Several students suggested that they were 
aware of what was going on around them and that they would take advice if necessary, 
but ultimately they would take and be. responsible for their own decisions: "We're not 
turning a blind eye to anything. We know what's happening, but we're also going our own 
way" (Rita). 
9.6 Summary: Comparing Samples 
What emerged from an overview of all the data on these experiences of vocational further 
education at two college sites is an image of the student of the n-dd-1990s as confident, 
reasonably independent and capable of making his or her own decisions, but with a kind 
of support framework in the background based upon the college and course structure and 
assistance from family and peers. Rita's comment reported at the end of the previous 
section encapsulates this situation very well: this was only one of many similar comments, 
made by both sets of respondents. 'Me students were very determined to go their own way 
and, as far as possible, to map out their own future, whilst at the same time 
acknowledging that there were a number of sources of support and advice available if 
needed. 
- College materials, including prospectuses and college charters, stressed the need for and 
the irnportance of the independent student: much was made of the fact that the students 
would be able to make choices and to take responsibility for their own learning, but with 
a. college support framework, including various forms of counselling, in the background. 
The questionnaire data revealed that the great majorit'y of the students were self-confident 
and exercised considerable degrees of autonomy in terms of decisions made and skills 
possessed. The group discussions indicated that many of the respondents would take 
advice where necessary, but ultimately felt 'in control' of their transitions in a way that 
meant success or failure was down to their own individual efforts. 
There will be exceptions of course. Undoubtedly some students will lack confidence and 
a sense of initiative. Some individuals will be given the wrong advice or not enough advice 
on careers and future options. Some will be forced into routes that they do not wish to 
follow because of undue pressure from other individuals, such as tutors or family 
members. Some, despite their feelings of confidence and optimism, will discover that 
Wing suitable employment in their locality is much harder than they realised. But having 
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said 0 this, the questionnaire sample has covered a comprehensive range of courses and 
subjects in two different labour market environments and the overall pattern of 
confidence, optimism and independence in student outlooks remains strong. Many of the 
students gave an finpression of 'realistic optimism', as opposed to 'wishful thinking', and 
of independence without over-confidence. They were going to work hard to achieve their 
q. ualifications: the. acquisition of qualifications, whether these were vo cational. or 
academic, was seen as the most important determinant of their ultimate position within the 
labour market. It is also noteworthy that these outlooks were present in all sub-divisions. 
of the sample. The students were generally confident and optimistic regardless of sex, 
area, or type of course. Students taking 'vocational' courses were just as optirnistic as 
those taking A levels and NVQ level I students were just as optimistic as those taking 
GNVQ Advanced courses. 
Bigger differences might have been expected across the two areas, but there are no 
major differences in these attitudes across the. two samples. Although the rather depressed 
labour market of Eastborough did produce a degree of 'realism' in the responses of the 
East London students, their overall attitude remained forward-looking and optimistic. This 
Js perhaps a characteristic of young people who live in urban areas with a tradition that 
encourages such youngsters 'to stand on their own two feet' as early as possible. No 
doubt some of these individuals will experience setbacks and disappointments in the 
. 
future, but for the moment they, along with the Westdown respondents, are enjoying the 
challenge of taking on adult responsibilities, making decisions on a day-to-day basis and 
navigating their way into work or higher education. 
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Part V- Discussion and Implications 
This part reconsiders and reflects upon the. research strategies used in this study and upon 
the data produced. It also presents some practical and theoretical conclusions. Chapter 10 
reconsiders the rne-thodology used, particularly the issue of whether group interviews were 
more advantageous then individual interviews and whether a multi-method, pragmatic 
approach was appropriate. The concluding chapter (Chapter 11) considers the poli6y 
implications of the findings for various groups of people, including 'vocational track' 
students and educationists who work in the FE sector. It also pulls the findings together 
and considers their theoretical implications, looking at ways of accounting for the levels 
of individualism and optimism discovered in the two student samples. 
Chapter Ten - New Methodologies for New Research Questions 
10.1 Reconsidering Methodology 
Some of the research questions outlined in Section 1.1 have been considered by previous 
researchers in one form or another. However, the central aim in this project of trying 'to 
assess the degree of control which young people feel they have in the transition from 
school to work', based upon manifia-stations of structure and agency, is a relatively new 
one. It has included an attempt to empirically investigate one aspect - the control aspect - 
of individualisation theory, as applied to youth transitions. 
- Such a goal, involving a new vocabulary developed from writings on individualisation, 
requires at least an element of innovation in research methodology. This chapter 
reassesses the research techniques used and reconsiders how a relatively new strategy in 
educational research, the ethnographic group interview, was used to try to achieve this 
research goal. It reconsiders the limitations and strengths of the group interview technique 
as compared to other strategies, particularly the individual, face-to-face interview. The 
chapter considers the methodology in retrospect and in doing this draws upon the 
students' comments about their research experience. It concludes by suggesting some 
possible methodological issues, concerns and approaches for future youth research. 
By 1990 there was a large body of survey data on young people's transitions from 
school to work (Wallace and Cross, 1990, p. 2). This collection of databases was expanded 
in the early to mid-1990s and. now includes the Youth Cohort Survey (Courtenay, 1988), 
the Scottish School Leavers Survey (Raffe, 1984; 1988a) and of course the data from the 
ESRC 16-19 Initiative (Banks et al., 1992) and the Anglo-German surveys (Bynner and 
Roberts (Eds. ), 1991; Evans and Heinz (Eds. ), 1994). These databases provide a very I 
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useful resource for researchers interested in youth transitions and it is important that they 
are maintained and developed further so that a broad, up-to-date, developing statistical 
picture of youth transitions is always available. 
These statistical findings mapped out very well what was happening to young people as 
they moved from school to employment, unemployment, training, or -further/higher 
education in the 1980s and early 1990s, but a great deal has happened since then. More 
training schemes have been introduced, employment and unemployment patterns have 
changed (along with the nature of work itself) and, in particular, there have been 
significant and far-reaching reforms in further education, mostly associated with 
vocational education and training. Not surprisingly youth researchers have not been able 
to keep pace with these changes and many of these areas are under-investigated at 
present. Considering the scale of change in the FE system very little research has been 
done in terms of how these developments have been perceived by the young people who 
are supposed to be benefiting from thern. Nor has there been much activity to assess and 
evaluate the possible public benefits or problems arising from these policy developments. 
The. data presented in the previous three chapters, in this respect, simply 'scratch the 
surface' in terms of national (and international) evaluation needs. Much more work needs 
to be done in all areas of post- 16 experience, using the young person's perspective as a 
starting point, in order to enrich our understanding and to aid our evaluation of all of these 
developments. 
The survey data described above, valuable though they are for youth researchers, need 
to 
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be complemented as far as possible with in-depth, qualitative findings. As quantitative 
databases have increased in volume, and as new research questions have arisen, often 
centred around the subjective attitudes or perceptions of the young people themselves, so 
the need for 'new paradigm', mainly qualitative, research techniques has increased. A 
range of methods could be used including group interviews (as used here), semi-structured 
or unstructured individual interviews, partici ant observation or ethnographic research, IP 
case studies, video diaries, biographical records and personal construct psychology. 
The requirement for innovative ways of finding out about youth perspectives makes the 
need for researcher collaboration even more important than it has been in the past. Not 
only do youth researchers need to exchange information on youth transitions and 
associated issues, but there is also a need to compare research experiences, to develop a 
better understanding of the different research strategies, their strengths and weaknesses 
and their possibilities in terms of uncovering and describing attitudes and experiences 
relating to individualisation and manifestations of structure and agency. 
The remaining sections of this chapter show how the use of serni-structured group 
interviews with young people, along with other, more well established strategies, within 
what may loosely be called an 'ethnographic framework', provides one example of a new 
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approach that could be developed further to improve our understanding of young people's 
subjective experiences. 
10,2 Strengths and Weaknesses in Retrospect 
Several writers recommend that, upon completion of the necessary fieldwork, it is useffil 
to. reflect upon the way in which the data were collected and to consider ways in which 
the research design, data collection and analysis processes could have been improved. It 
is also useful to consider what other research methods could have been utilised and 
whether or not similar findings would have resulted from the use of these alternative 
techniques. Such reflexivity is particularly recommended with qualitative or ethnographic 
work (Han-imersley and Atkinson, 1995, pp. ix, 19-21) and may aid the validity and the 
reliability of the data produced. This section begins such a reflective activity by 
considering the strengths and weaknesses of the overall research strategy in the light of 
t4e fieldwork, data collection and analysis phases of the research. 
The 'inforrriation gathering' phase was as successful as might have been expected. Much 
information about the colleges was collected through their prospectuses, course notes, 
development plans, careers advice leaflets and quality assurance documentation. Further 
information about training and education for 16-19-year-olds in the locality was collected 
through visits to the careers offices and the lo cal Training and Enterprise Councils. Labour 
market reports provided excellent summaries of the state of the local economics, with 
their associated employment patterns. Taken as a whole this information provided a good 
overall picture of the institutional opportunities available to young people in the area. This 
data aided the process of triangulation in that young people's opinions and experiences 
could be mapped against the 'official', institutional context, including the range of courses 
available and their content. 
'The main disadvantage with these materials was-rthe usual one that applies to offiqial 
documentation - that they were all from an official, organisational perspective. These 
documents were mainly about policy as enacted rather than policy as experienced, they 
were mainly concerned with institutional and economic patterns rather than individual 
experiences. The prospectuses were designed to 'sell' the colleges and their courses and 
the careers service documents were designed mainly to show what was being done for 
young people in the locality. This is not to say that these documents were overtly biased - 
they were reasonable and fair descriptions of the colleges and their localities - but they 
could not have been used on their own as a data source. Used in conjunction with other 
sources of data, including the interview material, however, they were very helpful indeed. 
%viously more contextual information could have been gathered and more detail could 
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have been provided on the institutional settings experienced by the students, but time 
limitations prevented this. In any case, informal discussions with tutors, the 'key 
informants' and senior members of staff helped the process of building up a picture of 
VET policy as enacted by the colleges. 
The questionnaire survey was certainly successful in terms of building up detailed 
statistical data on the students and their experiences. The use of two large student samples 
meant that not only was a substantial amount of useful data generated, but also meaningfW 
comparisons across groups and geographical locations were possible. This meant that a 
degree of generalisation was possible from these findings, especially as staff at the college 
agreed that the. student groups surveyed were a good representation of the range of 
courses at the college, in terms of subject types, levels of qualifications and student 
characteristics. The statistical data also usefully related to the interview data in two ways: 
firstly, ' it provided possible points of stimulus/interest for the group discussions and, 
secondly, it could be used to confirm (or deny) the popularity and representativeness of 
individual student viewpoints, as expressed in the interviews. 
Perhaps the main problem with the questionnaire phase was simply that too much data 
was generated and this led to a degree of difficulty in managing and analysing the data. 
Although much information was gathered on a whole. range. of topics, some directly 
-related to the young people's VET experiences, some going beyond this into politics, 
leisure and family life, there was, in hindsight, possibly too much information to absorb 
given the aims of the research. Although there were very few complaints from respondents 
filling in the questionnaire, a smaller range of questions might have produced more. 
focused data. In particular, some of the more detailed questions about experiences of 
employment and job applications could have been replaced with further enquiries about 
levels of optimism and feelings of independence, autonomy and control in the experience 
of vocational further education. Some information on these issues was collected, and they 
were certainly explored reasonably thoroughly in the group discussions, but often 
inferences had to be made from the indirect information supplied via the questionnaire. 
This difficulty arose partly because of problems in defining 'agency' and 'control' which 
in turn made the task of designing and wording appropriate written questions all the more 
difficult. 
The group interviews also produced much data - but this was always the intention: to 
generate detailed descriptive, biographical data based on the subjective experiences of FE 
college students. 'Me tecluiique of group discussions can be fairly demanding and was not 
without its difficulties. Obtaining access to the respondents had to be, worked at and 
arranging the group meetings and setting up the roorris was also time-consuming. 
Sometimes the early stages of the interview were difficult in the sense that it took time to 
-'break the ice' - whilst the researcher was trying to encourage active input from the 
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respondents, they in turn were sometimes expecting the facilitator to 'dictate' the course 
of the discussion, rather as if the session was a one-to-one interview. Such difficulties, 
however, did not persist for long, and in general the discussion soon flowed, especially in 
the later stages of the meeting and later in the series of interviews. 
Listening to the interview tapes and reading the transcripts occasionally suggests that 
the interviews could at some points have been better managed. For example there were 
a few occasions when a student started to say something interesting about a particulýr 
topic or issue and this was not followed up or prompted further, possibly because other 
students then interjected on a different line of discussion. Having said this, the researcher 
had only limited experience of group interviews before the start of the project (a small- 
scale study with groups of 15-year-olds on 'Gender in the Classroom') and some 
inexperience in handling these situations was bound to manifest itself. Group interviews 
are complex interactions and frequently snap decisions have to be made about which line 
of discussion to pursue - there were bound to be some imperfections in the way the 
discussion was managed and similar problems can occur in the use of other methods, 
including individual interviews and participant observation. 
The important point is that a good range of topics was covered in these discussions, 
detailed accounts of college experiences were provided and the respondents were given 
a good deal of space in which to express their feelings and opinions. A detailed reading 
of the literature on group interviews, on their strengths and lirrdtations, and on ways of 
conducting them, undoubtedly aided this phase. of the research process. Possible problems 
were anticipated and a number of useful devices for the conduct of the interviews were 
developed before the sessions took place. This helped to facilitate maximum interaction 
in the groups with a consequent increase in the quality and quantity of data produced. 
In some ways there may have been too much interaction and too much data generated. 
Occasionally there was a lack of focus and it may be that in some sessions too large a 
range of topics was raised, but this partly arose from the attempt to allow the respondents 
to express topics of interest to themselves. In retrýospect, if a similar type of research 
project was attempted again, it n-dght be helpful not only to slim down the questionnaire, 
but also to restrict, where possible, the 'discussion guide' in terms of the number of broad 
topics covered. 
Having said this, the decision to place the group interviews at the centre of the research 
process was in many ways vindicated. 'Iliese discussions produced much more meaningful 
data than would have been possible from questionnaires alone or from individual 
interviews. The group interviews were successful in that they provided a 'natural setting' 
for the expression of student viewpoints, they were creative-and stimulating, and they 
were flexible, allowing new lines of enquiry to be followed and old ones to be confirmed 
orxefuted (for a fuller account of these advantages of group discussions as compared to 
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individual interviews, with examples from the present study, see Section 10.4). 
In Section 4.2 it was argued that, for a number of reasons, a multi-method or pragmatic 
research approach was most appropriate given the aims of this investigation. Much of the 
current literature supports this use of 'mixed methods' and the breaking down of the 
quantitative-qualitative divide. On reflection, there were undoubtedly a number of benefits 
from an eclectic research scheme, but the mixing of methods may have brought some 
difficulties too, including the need for the researcher to develop a large range Of 
investigative and analytical skills. It may also have been that the quantitative and 
qualitative data could have been incompatible, but this does not seem to have been the 
case. There were some. discrepancies between the inter-view data and the questionnaire 
findings, but this was to be expected given the sm all size of the interview sample and the 
pron-dnence given to individual viewpoints in reporting the group discussions. 
In fact the mixing of methods considerably aided the process of triangulation. Using 
different techniques facilitated both method triangulation and data triangulation. By these 
means different perspectives on the same topic could be considered. For example, 
. 'official' views on an issue could be compared with unofficial (or student) viewpoints. 
This kind of comparison has been applied throughout this thesis in the considerations of 
policy as espoused, policy as enacted and policy as experienced. The chapters presented 
here have considered all of these perspectives on policy, though the methodology was 
particularly concerned to elicit opinions on policy as experienced, i. e. the student 
viewpoint, because of the previous emphasis (and publicity) given to official policy 
statements. 
As an example of this, take a range of different viewpoints on college funding. The 
official (national) line, expressed in the 1994 VIhite Paper and elsewhere, is that there is 
a demand-led element of ftinding which will encourage the efficient growth of FE colleges 
(DTI, 1994, p. 38, para. 4.27). The college principals, who were enacting this policy, took 
the line that they were doing the best they could with the resources available. The 
Principal of one of the colleges took this slightly ftirther and argued, in the College Plan 
for 1994, that his college was not receiving as much ftinding as comparable institutions 
of a similar size. The students (and some of the tutors in informal conversations) were 
clearly not as positive about the new types of funding and the supposed link with 
efficiency. Some suggested that while the numbers on FE courses were going up the level 
of ftinding was not increasing proportionately. There were genuine concerns that money 
was not always being spent on the right things or that there was not enough funding in 
terms of some types of college resources. Hence the Eastborough respondents' comments 
that 'class sizes should be brought down' and that there should be 'More facilities, more 
computers'. Similarly, some of the Westdown students suggested that 'They're not 
-spending enough on education' and that we should 'not spend money on [things] which 
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we don't need'. Of course these are only individual comments, but the mood of the 
student groups suggested that most, if not all, of the interview sample at the very least 
sympathised with these statements. 
This type of comparison was only possible because the use of a range of different 
methods and data sources allowed a variety of perspectives to be looked at. It n-dght be 
argued, however, that more in-depth data could have been obtained and that the whole 
research process could have been more 'ethnographic'. In other words, there could have 
been even more involvement with the students extending into their out-of-college lives, 
rather in the way that Willis (1977) went around with his 'lads' from 'Hammertown' for 
an extended period of tirne and that Riseborough (1993b) explored the culture of his YTS 
trainees. There were two main reasons why such a 'full blown ethnography' was not 
attempted: firstly because of limitations in time and (especially when two sites and several 
gr oups had to be covered) and, secondly, because the research topic - student experiences 
of vocational FE - was very much to do with (mainly public) college experiences and, 
whilst broader (to some, extent, private) aspects of these. young people's lives did need to 
be considered, the relevant data could be produced mainly from a college/institutional 
setting. With participant observation much time and effort would have been spent 
collecting data which would not have been directly relevant to the aims of this study. In 
any case the data obtained from a variety of sources and from a number of visits to the 
colleges and their localities do constitute a kind of ethnographic picture (see Section 
10.3). 
10.3 Ethnography and Further Education 
In Section 4.3 it was noted that Hanmiersley and Atkinson took a liberal interpretation of 
the word ethnography, stressing that it involves "participating... in people's daily lives for 
an extended period of time... [and] collecting whatever data are available... " (1995, p. 1). 
This is exactly the way ethnography has been used in the present research - to collect 
whatever data are available on the research aims. Since student perspectives have been 
placed at the centre of the project, the ethnographic interviews were particularly 
important, but other forms of data gathering were used too, including extended visits to 
the college sites. 
Ethnographic studies in educational settings are actually quite rare. There may be 
several reasons for this, perhaps one of the most obvious being that the researcher tends 
to be considerably older than the research subjects (except in adult education) and this 
precludes participation as a pupil or student, though often participation as a teacher or 
lecturer may be possible. The most well known ethnographic or participant observation 
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studies of schools are probably those that have looked at the effects of streaming and 
banding and consequent patterns of polarisation in pupil groups. Hargreaves (1968) 
worked as a secondary school teacher in his study of 'academic' and 'delinquescent' 
groups in 'Lumley' Secondary Modem School. Lacey (1970) adopted a similar strategy 
in his study of 'Hightown Grammar' and Ball (1984,1985) also (partially) acted as a 
teacher in his work at 'Beachside' Comprehensive School. Together these studies 
contributed towards the development of a theory of 'polarisation' based on the divisio*n 
-of pupils into groups by perceived ability levels -the studies collectively have been used 
as an example of how theory-building is possible from ethnographic research. 
Ball's reflections on his participant observation techniques are particularly illuminating. 
He notes how definitions of participant observation can roughly be divided into 'hard-line' 
and 'soft-line' positions based on levels of participation and amounts of shared activity 
(Ball, 1985, p. 25). He suggests that his own work with pupils at Beachside should be 
placed on the 'soft-line' side of the definition as he was an 'observer-as-participant' rather 
than a 'participant-as-observer' (Ball, 1985, p. 26). Similar comments could be applied to 
the present study: there was no attempt to pose as a lecturer (though the researcher was 
sometimes mistaken for one! ) and the college visits were based mainly around observation 
rather than participation. The interview sessions involved participation in the group 
discussions, but hopefully only in a way that would prompt and facilitate the expression 
of student opinions and ideas on VET and on feelings of control in the transition from 
school to work. 
Ethnographic studies within FE Colleges are almost unheard of. Notable exceptions, 
however, are the previously mentioned studies by Bates and Riseborough. These were 
carried out to provide supplementary ethnographic data in a follow-up to the (mainly 
quantitative) ESRC 16-19 study. Bates studied 16-18-year-old 'care girls' on a YTS 
programme training mainly for jobs as care assistants in homes for the elderly and a group 
of BTEC fashion designers (Bates, 1903a, 1993b). Riseborough used ethnographic 
techniques with a BTEC Hotel and Catering group and a male YTS group training to 
work in the building industry (Riseborough, 1993a, 1993b). All of these studies are 
thought-provoking and add an extra dimension to the quantitative data previously 
produced on this age group, suggesting that further ethnographic research in these types 
of contexts would be very useful. 
The methodology presented in this thesis was influenced by ethnographic approaches 
such as those used by Bates and Riseborough, but with an emphasis on group interviews. 
The group interview is a primary technique, but not the only one: the overall data- 
collection process was based on a 'pragmatic' view of possible research strategies rather 
than the assumption of the existence of a fixed dichotomy of quantitative and qualitative 
techniques. This was not a deliberate attempt to include from the outset a 'quantitative' 
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and a 'qualitative' method so as to claim a multi-method approach: rather these research 
strategies, existing information, a structured questionnaire and ethnographic group 
interviews, were chosen because of their perceived suitability and appropriateness in terms 
of the research aims of the project. 
In this respect the devising of the overall research process was influenced by a number 
of methodology texts which argue for a pragmatic approach (see Section 4.2). It will 
already be evident that the research outlined here is not presented as an equal combination 
of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Rather, as suggested in Chapter 3, there is 
some emphasis on qualitative methods and findings because of (i) the previous existence 
of considerable amounts of quantitative data in the fields of youth transitions and 
vocational education and training; and (ii) the need for a new approach to find out about 
the 'lived realities' of the youngsters featured in relation to their feelings of control and 
manifestations of structure and agency in their school to work transitions. 
In some respects all of the methods helped to build up an 'ethnographic picture' of the 
students' experiences and their college settings. The information gathering phase of the 
project was necessary so as to set the student viewpoints in their institutional, local and 
national contexts. It was also necessary as a way of accessing the colleges via two key 
contacts or 'informants'. This phase involved not only the examination of college 
documents, such as prospectuses and course brochures, but also meetings with si n cant ZD g ifl 
personnel in the boroughs (including careers officers and education liaison personnel in z: 1 
tile TECs) and several day-long visits to the college sites. It was on these visits that 
expression of some of the viewpoints of tutors and Heads of Department and other 
personnel were informally encouraged. Gradually the researcher was able to build up his 
knowledge and understanding of the local environment and the college framework and to ZD 
acquire a level of familiarity with the physical and social settings of the investigation. It 
is partly in this sense that the word ethnogi-aphi. C is used to describe the research process: 
while there was no 'total immersion' into college life, and the researcher did not act as a 
member of staff in the college, there was a deliberate attempt to develop a full (or 
'holistic') understanding of the college settings through a series of informal visits and 
conversations. 
T he questionnaire inevitably produced a more formal type of data, but even this stage 
involved some researcher participation in the classroom settings. The questionnaires were, 
in every case, completed with the researcher present. Respondents were encouraged to 
ask questions if necessary and to talk to each other if they felt that discussion was helpful. 
Following the collection of the completed questionnaires there was nearly always some 
discussion with the students and the tutor about their course and college experiences. 4: 1 
These frequently provided useful pointers for the possible content of the interview 
sessions. 
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The interviews themselves were the most important part of the ethnography. The aim 
was to have as little structure as possible in these sessions in order to let the students 'set 
their own agenda'. In practice the first interview with each group was semi-structured 
with a fairl. significant input from the researcher, usually involving prompting questions y 4: 1 
(see Appendix 3 for the contents of the Interview Schedule). 
By the second and third interviews, however, much less researcher input was necessary: 
in all four groups interaction became livelier, students raised their own topics for 
discussion and frequently exchanged ideas and examples. There were occasional attempts 
to guide the discussion towards issues of structure and agency in decision-making 
processes, but overall it is clear from the tape recordings that researcher involvement in 
the later interviews decreased as the 'research relationships' (between researcher and 
students, and between students and students) developed. That such relationships did 
develop is indicated by some of the comments made by respondents towards the end of 
the final interview sessions (and after their completion). Some students expressed regret 
that there would be no more meetings of the group and commented upon how they had 
appreciated the opportunity to air their views and to exchange ideas and opinions with 
their peers. 
All of this confirms something previously stressed in Chapter 3- that student opinions 
are very rarely placed at the centre of educational research. Where they are given primary 
importance then both researchers and respondents can benefit, with possible useful policy 
spin-offs. The majority of these students clearly enjoyed the experience of being put 
together in an informal group with the opportunity to 'let off steam' and to make positive 
comments about their college and course experiences. There may also have been a 
4 consciousness-raising' aspect to the interviews, though this is difficult to assess without 
a follow up procedure. 
An attempt was made in the group interviews, based on recommendations made in the 
limited literature on such techniques, to act as afacilitator rather than as an interviewer. 
The format of the discussions was made as informal is possible, usually with chairs in a 
circle or an oval shape. The tape recorder, used only with the permission of the 
participants, was placed away from the main group, with a long lead allowing for the 
positioning of a small but sensitive microphone in the centre of the group. This 
unobtrusiveness was noticed by at least one student who exclaimed, at the end of an 
interview, 'Oh, I forgot that thing was thereP 
Thus, although the researcher was by no mean-, involved in the full range of college (and 
out-of-college) experiences with the students, the interviews and other aspects of the 
inquiry were ethnographic in the sense that there was a focus on allowing the respondents 
'to speak for themselves' and to describe their day-to-day experiences in a relatively 
uristructured, informal, natural environment. Although there were time limitations on the 
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project, the. combination of visits to the colleges, questionnaire sessions with the groups, 
written communications and a long series of one-hour plus interview sessions, meant that 
there was a considerable amount of contact with the students, certainly much more than 
would have been possible in single face-to-face interviews. It is in this sense that the 
research has been presented as a kind of ethnographic study of the students' experiences 
of VET and feelings of control in youth transitions via a further education context. 
10.4 - Individual Versus Group Interviews 
The face-to-face interview, along with the questionnaire or survey, appears to be the most 
popular research technique used in investigations involving young people. One-to-one 
interviews were used in both the ESRC 16-19 Initiative and in the Anglo-Gern-lan Studies, 
with the interviews taking place in the young person's home in both instances. There can 
be no doubt that this has been a very common and, on the whole, relatively successful, 
way of eliciting young people's views on a wide range of issues. 
The time is now right, however, for the increased use of new methods in the field of 
youth research. Thus the present study embraced a commitment to group interviews, 
using informal groups of between three and seven students, with the interviews actually 
taking place on college premises. It has been argued that this relatively under used 
technique is an innovative and appropriate way of encouraging young people to express 
and elaborate their views on certain topics. Whilst there may be some disadvantages to 
this kind of strategy, it is a technique which takes advantage of the diversity and creative 
elements in peer exchanges: interview extracts in previous chapters have illustrated how 
rich and detailed data can be generated from this type of interview situation. 
Towards the end of each of the final interview sessions, by which point 'research 
relationships' had been developed to their fýllest extent in the time available, questions 
were included concerning how the respondents felt about working in a group and wheth-er 
they would have preferred a different format for the expression of their opinions. There 
was an in-built 'quality control' to provide some assessment of the effectiveness and 
applicability of the group interview as a research tool. All the student comments in relation 
to the group interviews and their experiences of the research process, with one possible 
exception, were positive. Of course there is always a danger that respondents in this 
situation rnight 'say what the interviewer wants to hear', but the general openness of the 
group discussions and the frankness of student comments made concerning other issues, 
suggests that these students would and could have been critical about the methodology 
if they had wanted to be. Overly supportive (and overly negative) comments by an 
individual towards the researcher and the research process would probably have been 
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picked up and challenged by other members of the group. 
The following discussion uses some of the comments made by the respondents to 
summarise and illustrate the possible benefits of using group interviews as compared to 
individual, face-to-face interviews. The main advantages of group interviews in retrospect 
are as follows: 
1. The groups provided a natural setting for the expression of opinions. 
2. The groups provided a creative framework for the exchange of ideas. 
3. Group discussions were iterative and flexible 
4. The use of group interviews had a number of practical advantages 
(1) The Group as a Natural Setting. Students nowadays spend much of their time in 
groups of varying sizes, including tutor groups and subject groups. The pedagogical 
requirements of the new vocational qualifications, including NVQs and GNVQs, may 
actively encourage group work and student-centred learning. The students in these 
samples will also have, in all probability, experienced group work in their final years at 
school, particularly in some GCSE subjects and in areas such as Personal and Social 
Education. The respondents on the whole were comfortable in groups: in many respects 
to them the group is a natural setting. This is something which educational researchers 
have not taken full advantage of until recently. 
The group discussions took place in college venues at times appropriate for the 
respondents. Individual students did not normally know the other students in the group 
(except in Eastborough Group B) but they very soon acquainted themselves with each 
other. Although the first interview sessions were slightly formal because researcher and 
students were in the process of getting to know each other, the second and third 
interviews were largely informal and relatively unstructured, so that major parts of these 
later sessions were 'natural', free-ranging discussions, with occasional guidance from the 
facilitator. The atmosphere was undoubtedly more 'naturalistic' than it would have been 
in one-to-one interviews where, despite the possibility of rapport, barriers often remain 
between interviewer and interviewee based on age Merences, appearance differences and 
perceived status inequalities. Such differences become less important in a situation where 
students predon-dnate, both numerically and in terms of verbal input, and where the 
physical set up of the discussion reduces and elin-dnates the effects of such barriers. 
PR: Would you have preferred one-to-one interviews or would you prefer this kind of 
situation? 
Phil: I prefer it this way 
a 
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Jonathan: Yeah, you're never put on the spot 
Wayne: It would be like an interrogation, wouldn't it? Question after question and you'd 
have to think of the answers. 
Phil: If you can't think of something, you've got a group to take over. 
Wayne: It would have been harder to have thought of answers individually. 
Only one individual in all of the groups (23 respondents in total) expressed a preference 
foT an individually-based interview situation. As the following discussion shows, she was 
in a irdnority, even within her own discussion group: 
PR: Do you think this [a group] is a good way of asking people things, or would you have 
preferred, for example, one-to-one interviews? 
Rita: I think it's a good way because at the same time we share our ideas 
Sandip: I think I prefer individual interviews. 
Rita: At the same time it gives you the confidence to talk to people ... we did not know 
each other initially. 
Anthony: When I first came. to the college I was a very quiet individual ... now I'm more 
confident because of things like this. 
Sandip: I've always been loud [laughter]. 
The members of Westdown Group A stressed the artificial nature of one-to-one intervie-ws 
with an 'outsider' and noted how they felt more relaxed and con-dortable in a group. 
PR: I've chosen to do this research in a slightly unusual way, that is to speak to you in a 
group. Many people would do it in an individual inter-view ... How do you feel about being 
in a group'? 
Natalie: You're less pressured, aren't you? 
Eileen: You feel more relaxed ... You'd be more nervous. If it was a one-to-one you'd be 
a lot more nervous, definitely. 
Susan: I think less people would do this if it was just one person ... It would seem silly if it was just one person. You'd think 'what am I doing sat here with a strange bloke who 
I've never met before talking about my lifeT 
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PR: Could there be an element that perhaps you might not say something because it might 
look silly in front of a group, whereas you might say that in an individual interview? 
Natalie: Yeah, but then in a group you sort of laugh it off you know. If you're on your 
own you think 'Oh my God, I said that stupid thing'... I feel so silly saying it in front of 
UT4 you know, oh no, and you sort of regret that, but in a group you laugh it off, or they 
can come to your rescue ... It's a lot more relaxed as well. You're not pressured into 
thinking 'God, what does he want me to say next, how am I going to answerT 
It was suggested, however, that despite the relaxed nature of the groups, there were some 
topics that were not really appropriate for discussion in such contexts: 
PR: It might be different if it was a different topic, talking about something a bit more 
controversial or personal. 
Susan: Yes. If it was something... really like personal, like, your sex life or something 
since the age of 16, then obviously you would not want to sit in a group and talk about 
it ... 
PR: Whereas people are happy to talk about what their work plans are? 
Susan: Yes, I mean basically we're all here [in the group] because we're all going to do 
the same thing when we leave college... 
(2) Groups as a Creative Frameivoik. One of the reasons for selecting group interviews 
as a suitable research technique was their potential as a stimulating environment for the 
expression of a range of ideas and viewpoints. It is clear from the amount of data 
generated and from the nature of the respondents' comments that this strategy was 
j ustified. There were many instances of conversations or discussions unfolding on the basis 
of respondents developing ideas from the substantive comments of others in the group. 
Also the viewpoints expressed are given a meaning 4nd a framework by the grqup - they 
do not exist as separate, isolated, individualised comments from one-to-one meetings - 
making the process of data analysis easier in some respects. In these senses it might be 
argued that, under certain conditions, group discussions are heuristically more useful than 
single interviews. The respondent is much more likely to discover other viewpoints 
because of the peer input involved. 
These points can be supported and illustrated by reference to a number of student 
comments taken from several of the group discussions: 
Eileen: You can sort of help each other 
ýusan: Someone says something and you think 'Oh yes, I never thought of thatV 
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Natalie: You get ideas off each other. It's like working in a team. You feel more 
con-dortable. 
Rita: I mean, from my point of view I learn from other people when they say something 
I think 'why is he or she thinking this wayT... It makes me think. 
Anthony: Also, with group interviews, when someone says something it can trigger 
something in someone else. 
Wayne: ... 
Yeah, I mean like somebody saying something might jog some-one's memory 
to say something. 
Phil: You can like have an argument together, saying who's right and who's wrong. 
At least three of the above statements suggest that conu-nents from other members of the 
group can provide inspiration for something to say. The importance of comments 
'triggering off' ideas, 'jogging your memory' and 'getting ideas' off each other was 
stressed. 
It is in this way that group discussions are creative: they have to be facilitated in the 
right way, there must be good or at least respectful relationships between the participants, 
and the research topic must be an appropriate one, but once these conditions are satisfied 
the creative potential for the expression of diverse viewpoints is almost unlimited. 
Individual interviews can also facilitate creative dialogues, but with just two participants 
(and with one of these possibly dominating proceedings) it is doubtful if respondents can 
experience the same levels of inspiration and stimulation in their conversations. 
Some of the respondents saw the group discussions as an opportunity to express 
themselves and stated that they would be more honest and open in a group situation: 
Natalie: If I'm in an [individual] interview I don't exactly tell the truth all the time. I sort 
of tell them what they want to hear. But when you'rerin a group you can't do that. You're 
more open because there's other people there and you think 'right, this is my chance to 
get my point across', there's more people to listen to you. 
Section 3.6.1 indicated that there are several possible dangers with the use of group 
discussions and some of these limitations are reconsidered in the next section. Potential 
problems mentioned previously included the possibility of a 'hothouse' effect and the 
possibility of 'dominant' (or very restrained) participants in the discussions. Another 
problem concerned analysing the interviews: if group discussions are more creative they 
will also be more complex. However, as suggested earlier, analysis may be assisted by the 
nature of group interactions: the discussion exists within a (usually) meaningful framework 
ntkotiated by the group. There are still a number of strands to be brought together, 
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especially where the discussion has been broad-ranging with a diverse range of opinions, 
but this may, in some respects, be easier than conducting a qualitative data analysis on 
large numbers of individual interview transcripts. 
(3) Group Intervieiz as Iterative and Flexible. Not only has the whole research process 
used in this project been iterative, but the group interviews themselves can be described 
as iterative. This applies to the whole process in the sense that each type of data collected 
raised questions and possibilities relating to the next phase of data collection: in particular 
considerations of the questionnaire responses led to further questions that could be used 
in the group interviews. The flexible research design allowed adaptation at each phase. in 
the light of information collected in the previous phase. For the first session with each 
interview group a surnmary of the individual members' questionnaire responses was drawn 
up in the form of a chart. Anything deemed interesting, relevant, controversial or unusual 
by the researcher was highlighted for further discussion. Of course individual interviews 
can and often do build upon quantitative data collected previously, but these do not 
usually take place as a series of interviews with a group context in which to frame further 
questions and responses. 
The group discussions were also iterative in the sense that students could be asked to 
elaborate in the second or third session on comments they made in an earlier discussion. 
This happened quite frequently, sometimes on the prompting of the researcher and 
sometimes at the request of the respondent. One-off face-to-face interviews do not 
normally allow such opportunities for reappraisal, feedback and reconsideration of the 
viewpoints expressed. Respondents are pem-dtted to reflect not only within the discussion 
(time being made available, for example, when others are making points) but also across 
several discussion sessions. 
The relatively unstructured nature of the interviews did allow for a great deal of 
flexibility. Ile only real constraints were, firstly, the need to try to keep discussion relative 
to the research topic (though structure and agency in youth transitions can be very broadly 
interpreted) and, secondly, the need for an element of comparison across the discussion 
groups and the college settings. Beyond these constraints flexibility was applied in all sorts 
of ways. Interesting issues could be explored immediately and new lines of inquiry could 
be opened up. An example of a topic of interest raised by the respondents will illustrate 
how this flexibility operated and was beneficial to the research process. This example 
comes from a discussion at Westdown College (Group B) concerning the impact of 
educational reforms on the respondents" school and college careers. What emerged 
strongly from this discussion, about the National Curriculum, SATs and GCSEs, was a 
feeling on the part of the students that they had been treated as 'guinea pigs' and that the 
pace of policy change had had a negative effect on their educational experiences: 
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PR: The National Curriculum... it came in in 1988. Would anybody like to say if they 
thought that was a good idea or a bad idea? 
Richard: I thought it was good. At first I did anyway. Because they'd like give you a 
sheet and tell you what you were going to work through for the year. But before I left 
they changed it, didn't they, and now they've changed it again, back to the way we had 
it... it is easier when you have tests instead of coursework.... Basically we were mucking 
about... if we'd had tests I think we'd have done much better. 
Martina: It would be alright if they stopped changing it around, because people just get I 
so confused with it, especially at that age. 
Richard: Now they've got SATs for 14-year-olds. 
Rogei-: Yes, we're aff guinea pigs. Like everything else that came out since GCSEs we 
were guinea pigs for. We didn't know whether it was going to be a good idea or not. zn 
PR: You actually felt like you were guinea pigs did you? You felt like people were 
experimenting? 
Roger: Yes. The only advantage was we were told that the markinc, ., 
[of GCSEs] wasn't 
going to be so strict, because they would prove it was a good idea, so it was sliGhtly ý, Z: ý Zb 
easier.. 
This extract shows how, despite the initial prompting of the facilitator's question on the 
National Curriculum, students did indeed raise their own issues for discussion, with this 
section of the conversation moving between GCSEs, SATs and coursework. Whilst there 
was an aim to eficit student responses on their educational experiences, these fairly 
vociferous complaints about being treated as 'guinea pigs' were slightly unexpected 
(subsequent reading of the literature, however, revealed that the phrase 'guinea pigs' has 
been used before by students in this age group - see Bell and Howieson, 1988). In the next 
part of the discussion the students made similar statements concerning NVQs and 
GNVQs, commenting on their rushed implementation and about employers' failures to 
recognize GNVQ certificates (see Section 7.2). A whole range of genuine discontents had 
been opened tip by one straightforward question on the National Cufficulurn and the 
flexible nature of the interview context allowed for exploration of these feelings in further 
detail. 
(4) Practical Advantages in the use of Groul) InteiTiews. Section 3.6.2 discussed a 
number of possible practical advantages in the use of group discussions as a research 
technique. In retrospect a number of these advantages did apply and aided the research 
process considerably. The group interview was a way of contacting a relatively large 
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number of respondents in a short space of time: this is one reason why the technique has 
been widely used by market researchers. Time was an important factor in a research 
project that had to be completed in under three years, including design, planning 
background reading, fieldwork, analysis and writing up. Although setting up the group 
interviews required a good deal of time and effort (in terms of travelling to the colleges, zn 
arranging and booking venues and contacting tutors, parents and students) once they were 
in place the demands of the research process eased somewhat. In all eleven group 
interviews took place lasting a total of over thirteen hours. A total of 23 students took 
part in the interviews with many individuals attending two or three sessions. Had all the 
students who attended the sessions been interviewed individually rather than in groups, 
then 47 individual interview sessions would have been required: 47 hours of interviewing, 
along with the time required to set up these meetings and to tran ' scribe 
the dialogues, 
would have placed impossible time demands upon the researcher. Whilst in individual 
interviews the respondents might have had more of a chance to express their detailed 
individual views, against this there is some evidence, discussed above, that the groups 
produced detailed exchanges of viewpoints which some of the respondents have stated 
would not have been possible in individual face-to-face meetings. 
10.5 Innovation, Reliabilitv and Validitv 
In reconsidering the methodology used in this project some attention needs to be given 
to notions of reliability and vali(lity. It is not easy to apply the notions of reliability and 
validity to a study where a multi-method approach has been used and where one of the 
main methods, the group interview, has been used in a particular educational context for 
the first time. Reference has already been'made to these concepts in earlier chapters and 
the previous section has outlined the rationale for the use of group as opposed to 
individual interviews. This section makes an assessment of the reliability and the validity 
of the evidence produced during the course of this investigation into young people's 
aspirations and feelings of control in their transition from college to the labour market. It 
will be argued that, although there have been some difficulties, there are several ways in 
which the research strategies used in this project have assisted the aim of producing 
refiable and vafid data. 
Hammersley (1992, p. 67) provides the following technical definition of 'reliability': it 
refers to "the degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to the same 
category by different observers or by the same observer on different occasions". To put 
this in a slightly less technical way, questions about reliability ask 'Would the same results 
have been produced if the project had been conducted by other researchers or if similar 
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projects had been carried out by other researchers elsewhereT There are some difficulties 
in answering this question, mainly because little research of this kind has previously been 
carried out in FE colleaes, despite the scale of change in vocational education and training 
in this sector in recent years. 
Obviously many more studies will need to be carried out before firm conclusions can be 
made about the reliability of the data produced here. It should be pointed out, though, that 
there are several ways in which the reliability of the data produced in the course of the 
present project may have been enhanced. Firstly, the questionnaire is a follow-up survey 
to one featured in the Anglo-German Studies, and so the two sets of findings can be 
compared. There were no major inconsistencies between the two sets of survey findings. 
Similarly, many of the results presented here are consistent with the findings of the ESRC 
16-19 Initiative. Certainly the data outlined in these chapters includes some new findings, 
but these are largely derived from the students' very recent experiences of VET reforms, 
changes which were not in place when the previously mentioned studies were carried out. 
Secondly, the size of the questionnaire sample (n = 223) and the fact that it was used 
across a spread of different subject groups in two different locations may also assist its 
reliability as a research instrument. Indeed, one of the conclusions developed from the 
survey data was that the similarities between the two sets of responses (from Westdown 
and Eastborough) were perhaps more remarkable than the differences. This suggests that 
to an extent students' experiences of national VET policies will be similar whatever type 
of labour market they are located in. 
Whilst there were some similarities across the interview groups, sometimes the 
discussions took very different directions and each group seemed to have its own 
distinctive character. The unstructured nature of the ethnographic group interview and its 
limited previous use in educational contexts makes it difficult to assess the technique's 
reliability - in each discussion students may say something different or choose to 
emphasise a different line of enquiry. Having said this, even though a range of different 
0 groups was featured, certain topics did keep surfacing (e. g. criticisms of GNVQ courses 
and comments about the 'partial' nature of careers advice). The fact that these topics were 
raised independently by four different groups, with randomly selected participants, does 
suggest that they are important to these oungpeople. Iy 
Having a series of discussions may also have improved the reliability of the data 
generated from this technique: 
Because the focus group approach inherently involves conducting a number of 
sessions, it is possible to assess the reliability of the data... by comparing 
statements within and, more important, across sections. This advantage in 
assessing reliability i-; an important difference between the focus group approach 
and other qualitative research strategies (Knodel, 1993, p. 50). 
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Knodel suggests two other ways of improving the reliability of focus group data: (1) by 
using a team of researchers, which 'substantially facilitates reliability' in the interpretation 
of the data; and (2) by constructing an overview grid, making detailed comparisons of 
responses possible (Knodel, 1993, p. 50). 
A team of researchers was not used in the present project, though it has been shown that 
a number of individuals assisted in the generation and collection of data and in verifying 
or refuting the findings. For example, the key informants were able to comment upon the 
data as they were produced, tutors could make their own observations in relation to the 
issues raised, especially where feedback was provided, and the students in the interview 
groups had several opportunities to develop, deny or confirm previously expressed 
opinions and attitudes. The concept of an overview grid was used and this greatly 
facilitated data analysis and may have helped in the assessment of the 'internal reliability' 
of the data. 'I"he columns of this grid were based on the four different discussion groups - 
Westdown A and B and Eastborough A and B. The rows of the grid were based on topics 
or themes, mainly, but not exclusively, taken from the discussion guide. These general 
themes included 'structure', 'agency', 'skills', 'college experiences' and 'educational t__ 
issues'. Each of these themes could then be broken down into sub-themcs, for example 
cagency' was broken down into several categories including 'independence', 
'responsibility' and 'decision-making'. In line with grounded theory some of these 
categories 'emerged' from the data, but others were developed from. the research design. 
The overview grid made cross-group and cross-college comparisons much easier and 
helped to simplify what was initially a complex data analysis process. 
According to Harnmersley, vali(My "refers to the accuracy with which a description of 
particular events... represents the theoretical category that it is intended to represent and 
captures the relevant features of these events" (1992, p. 67). In other words, 'did the 
research measure or describe what it was supposed to have measured or describedT and 
'were the data interpreted appropriately and accuratelyT Validity involves assessing the 
truth of the claims made by the researcher: these claims include judgements about the 
'plausibility, credibility and centrality' of the issues presented (Hammersley, 1992, p. 78). 
Ethnographic researchers, particularly those advocating the use of et1zn()n1et11o(1o1oý_, 'y, 
tend to try to improve the validity of their findings by providing as detailed a description 
as possible. The presentation of the findings in as much detail as time allows and in the 
forms expressed by the respondents themselves means that alternative interpretations of 
the data can be made. This is why much of the data reported in Chapters 7,8 and 9 are 
presented in considerable detail, frequently in the form of verbatim quotations from the 
interviews. The comments were analysed and particular interpretations were made, but 
hopefully an awareness was maintained of the possibilities of alternativ e explanations. The 
use of different policy dimensions has undoubtedly helped to maintain such an awareness 
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throughout the entire research process. 
Student comments have been given a central place in the study, however, because their 
interpretations of VET policies have been under-expressed in the past and have not had 
well-publicised, official outlets. The research has included an element of 'respondent 
validation' "whereby the ethnographer submits a version of his or her findings to the 
subjects themselves" (Bryman, 1988, p. 79). For example, an open question encouraged 
critiques of the questionnaire and, as mentioned above, interviewees could reconsider and 
reinterpret previously made comments. The iterative element of the research meant that 
categories and descriptions could be brought more clearly into focus or modified in the 
liGht of further comments from the respondents. 
Linked to validity is the problem of generalisation: "The key problem is that focus group 
samples are usually both unrepresentative and dangerously small" (Morgan and Krueger, 
1993, p. 14). The researcher who relies on a single case study (or a study of two 
colleges/labour markets) may have difficulties generalising from his or her results. 
However, an awareness of this problem has led to certain 'safeguards' being built into the 
research process, not the least of which is the use of group interviews in conjunction itith 
a questionnaire - or methods triangulation. The use of multiple sources of evidence - data 
triangulation - overcomes the danger of relying on a single, possibly biased source, and 
also increases the possibility of generalisation. Student, tutor and official perspectives have 
all been taken into consideration and these viewpoints have been collected using a range 
of different methods, including quantit ative and qualitative techniques. Where 
inconsistencies have appeared these have thrown light upon different aspects of VET 
policy, or have shown how young people may be more active in the, transition to work 
than some of the relevant literature suggests. 
Gtntralisation is also possible because the findings presented here take into account 
previous investigations in this field. It is important, especially with ethnographic research, 
to build upon previous findings and to anticipate possible future applications of the 
research issues and techniques used. Some qualitative researchers see generalisation "as 
a matter of 'fit' between the situation studied and others to which one rnight be interested 
in applying the concepts and conclusions of that study" (Schofield, 1993, p. 221). It is for 
this reason that 'thick description' is important - the students' feelings and viewpoints 
have been presented in some detail in these chapters so that comparisons can be made. An 
assessment can be. made, if appropriate, in terms of whether or not students in other FE 
colleges, on other vocational courses, or even in other educational and non-educational 
contexts, have similar attitudes and opinions. 
Thus it is argued that the research presented here has been as 'rigorous' as time and 
resources have allowed. This rigour derives from the rationale behind the choice of two 
differing research sites, careful planning and design of the research process, the use of 
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triangulation of methods and of data sources, and as full a presentation of the data as has 
been possible within the constraints of the study. Sometimes, where problems linked to 
reliability and validity have occurred, they are mainly due to the newness of some of the 
techniques and the settings used. The further use of group interviews in educational 
contexts and further research into changes in further education, particularly those affecting 
vocational students, will help to answer some of the questions posed in these chapters. 
Further cross-national and international comparisons will help in this respect. Longitudiiial 
and biographical studies will also provide a great deal of useful information. In addition 
the possibility of 'backward looking' studies, whereby an adult's occupational history and 
the way in which he or she went through school, college and training into that occupation, 
is examined, should also be considered. 
Difficulties have also arisen because to a certain extent a new terminology relating to 
youth transitions is now in use. Terms such as 'individualisation', 'career trajectory' and 
'transition behaviour' are all relatively new and are still being developed. The concepts of 
'structure' and 'agency' are not new, but they have not really previously been applied to 
youth transitions in the way that they have been here. We have a new vocabulary but have 
not yet fully developed or articulated the meanings of the terms in this vocabulary. We 
cannot measure things which are not yet clearly defined or fully conceptually developed. 
In this sense, much more research, both theoretical and empirical, is necessary and 
international comparisons would be particularly helpful in assisting this process of 
developing and confimiing the new set of concepts relating to school to work transitions 
that now exists. 
I 
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Chapter Eleven - Discussion: Practical and Theoretical Implications 
11.1 Practical and Theoretigal Implications 
This thesis has exan-dned young people's experiences of vocational further education 
courses in two FE colleges located in contrasting labour markets. This examination has 
taken place with a number of research aims in mind. For convenience these can be divided 
into research questions with predominantly theoretical, practical or methodological 
implications. 
The primary research ain-4 to assess the relative contributions of 'structure' and 'agency' 
to young people's transitions to work, has important implications for social and 
educational theory. The study has been empirical in the sense that it has used student 
experiences of vocational further education as a primary source of data on this issue, but 
the findings relate to a number of conceptual concerns central to youth transitions theory. 
Linked with this, mainly through the notion of individual agency, has been the aim of 
trying to assess the degree of control which young people feel they have over these. 
transition processes. The concepts of control, individualism, agency and structure, it has 
been argued, are important dimensions in the 'individualisation thesis' and in this respect 
the. research has constituted an attempt to verify (or refute) the existence of 
individualisation processes in young people's everyday lives. 
The practical research aims have been derived from these theoretical ambitions and in 
this respect have been secondary, but nonetheless important, aims. These have involved 
describing the, contribution of the two FE colleges to the preparation of these young adults 
for the world of work, and to consider the practical impact of the 'new vocationalism' on 
these 16-19-year-olds' experiences and aspirations. It was inevitable that an exploration 
of these students' feelings and perspectives about their courses and learning experiences 
would produce viewpoints on the usefulness and appropriateness of recently developed 
aspects of post-16 vocational education, including NVQs and GNVQs, and the possible 
relevance of these viewpoints to policy-makers could not have been ignored. The student 
opinions imply the need for practical measures that could improve the quality of th6r 
college experiences. 
To link the theoretical and the. practical aspects of the project a distinction has been 
drawn between three different dimensions of policy: policy as espoused (by government), 
policy as enacted (by colleges and other mediating institutions) and policy as experienced 
(by the students). This three-fold distinction has also provided a useful way of linking 
national VET goals with individual, personal experiences of preparation for work. 
The methodological aim of the thesis has been to take some preliminary steps towards 
the development of research strategies which have the potential to take into account the 
diversity of individual and structural dimensions in young people's school to work 
transitions. It has been argued (in Chapter 10) that the use of a combination of 
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quantitative and qualitative techniques in this investigation has considerably assisted this 
aiiTL Also the use of ethnographic techniques, including the group interview, has helped 
to provide an interesting and relevant account of these students' personal and subjective 
experiences. 
The practical implications of the project's findings are considered in the following three 
sections of this chapter. These pull together some of the points made in the data analysis 
sections as they relate to policy matters. The practical implications for policy-makers at 
national and local levels are considered, along with the implications of these findings for 
individual students. The remaining sections of the chapter consider some of the theoretical 
aspects of the findings. Section 11.5 considers how student levels of optimisn-ý which can 
. 
be seen in some respects as evidence of feelings of personal control, might be explained 
through various forms of youth transitions theory. Section 11.6 surnmarises the main 
theoretical implications of this evidence, suggesting some possible ways forward for the 
developing and expanding literature on youth transitions with its associated 'new 
vocabulary'. In particular the discussion of the relative influences of 'structure' and 
tagency' is linked with the 'individualisation thesis. Section 11.7 revisits the 
individualisation debate and the ambiguities of this concept are highlighted in the context 
of the findings of this project. The suggestion is made that the approach taken here, 
applied to other areas of education, training and work, may help to verify or refute the 
existence of individualisation processes in young people's everyday lives within these 
settings. This in turn may assist the developrnent of youth transitions theory and may also 
provide practical pointers as to how those individuals undergoing such transitions may be 
assisted at various levels of policy. - 
11.2 Implications for Policy-Makers 
Throughout this investigation it has been argued that, since the student's perspective has 
not been included to any significant extent in previous (or official) discussions of 
vocational education in FE, the data produced from the student samples featured here - 
students who have experienced the full impact of new vocationalism - may be particularly 
useful in tern-Ls of providing practical pointers for ftiture VET policy. This is partly 
because in the past there has been something of a gap or a 'cultural distance' between 
policy-makers and policy-implementers (Corson, 1991, pp. 84-6) with possibly a ftirther 
gap between those implementing the reforrns and those (the students) on the receiving end 
of thent These comments are particularly appropriate to further education which has been 
"the cinderella of the system, neglected and undervalued by politicians, with little contact 
with and experience of non-advanced further education" (McGinty and Fish, 1993, p. 3). 
Where reforms have been introduced the policy process has usually been "top-down, non- 
consultative, backed by assertion rather than research" (Hyland, 1994, p. 103). 
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One aspect of national policy which the students featured in this study were clearly 
aware of was its 'short-terrriism. They had experienced a number of changes in fairly 
rapid succession in their school and college careers. Without prompting many students in 
the interview samples used the, expression 'guinea pigs' (for examples of this see the 
discussion extracts in Section 10.4, p. 215). It seen-is that the government's attempts to 
appear 'radical' and 'innovative' by introducing an ongoing series of new ideas were 
treated rather sceptically by some of the students and college staff. While some of these 
ideas were met with approval, there were also objections and students did not like the 
feeling of being the subject of educational 'experiments'. The Westdown respondents 
were particularly vociferous on this issue and the Eastborough students also showed an 
awareness of their 'guinea pig' status. Several students suggested that some aspects of 
late secondary and further education (such as the national curriculum) had been changed 
around so much and so frequently that there was now a state of ongoing confusion. 
Comrrients were also made, by tutors and students, about the haste with which some NVQ 
and GNVQ courses had been introduced, and about problems with moderation and 
obtaining course materials. 
Thus the 'short-tern-Lism' of several national reforms was noticed by students in the 
sample, as was the incoherence of some aspects of national policy. Whilst the students 
were reasonably satisfied with their standards of tuition, with the courses provided and 
with most of the college facilities, they also complained about the fact that what they were 
doing was not understood and, sometimes, not appreciated by outside bodies. A common 
complaint was that employers did not understand and did not recognise the value of the 
NVQ qualification. Two of the intervitwees also argued that universities were not 
accepting the GNVQ qualification in the way that they should have done, continuing to 
look down on vocational as opposed to academic/A level students. 
Some of the student comments suggested that the new vocationalism actually widened 
the vocational-academic divide. A number of the Westdown respondents, in the discussion 
groups, had changed courses (from A levels to a GNVQ course) and were clearly 
disappointed that (a) they had been inappropriately advised; and (b) their new course did 
not have the same level of status as their previous studies. An officer at the local Training 
and Enterprise Council, when interviewed, provided support for this view when he 
cornmented that "Youngsters tend to stay on the academic route until they fall off it. Very 
few choose the vocational route in a positive way". Recently, the Dearing Report has 
attempted to address this problem by stressing the parity of the three proposed tracks - 
academic (A levels), applied (GNVQs) and vocational (NVQs) (Dearing, 1996, p. 74, 
para. 9.27), however contradictions in official policy remain, and perhaps always will until 
the A level 'gold standard' approach is abolished. An exarriination designed for the 'most 
able' 20 to 30 per cent of the age group is always going to have serious implications for 
'less able' students taking alternative routes. 
a 
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Much of the literature on vocational further education, especially that relating to the 
curriculum, has stressed the need for a broad-based education, including technical 
education, but also embracing social skills, the arts, languages, personal development and 
creativity, and student comments have echoed these claims for the importance of a 
'liberal' education. Several respondents emphasised the importance of social and life skills, 
tearn work and decision-making. Many, whilst not being complacent about the 
requirements for traditional-style vocational skills, also stressed the need for personal and 
social skills. 
These broad skills are deen-YA by some writers to be the true skills necessary for future 
work and social roles, and such definitions have often been taken from 'humanitarian' 
visions of the purposes of education, such as Russell's claim "that the primary purpose of 
education is to elicit and fortify whatever creative impulse man may possess" (quoted in 
Chomsky, 199 1, p. 19). Even (then) Prime Minister James Callaghan, in his Ruskin College 
speech in 1976 (often quoted as the start of a new emphasis on the vocational purposes 
of education) stressed that: "The goals of.. education... are to equip children to the best 
of their ability for a lively, constructive place in society and also to fit them to do a job of 
work. Not one or the other, but both" (Callaghan, 1996, p. 202, my emphases). The need 
for a broad approach has also been acknowledged by Dearing: 
Education is about developing all the talents, abilities and faculties of young 
people. It is about developing them as human beings and about preparing them for 
citizenship and parenthood as well as for the world of work (reported in Times 
Educational Supplement, 29th March, 1996). 
Previous attitudes of government and employers towards further education and training 
have often been based on a limited view of what skills were needed for the future, in work, 
citizenship and other areas, and large elements of this view have been maintained in the 
competence-based approach to educational and training qualifications. The students 
featured in this project want choices within an all round education, with a curriculum that 
includes the relevant technical skills, but which also takes account of social and -life skills. 
Some aspects of the new vocationalism sound impressive, with an emphasis on 'quality', 
'standards', 'competence' and 'achievement', but these words are just labels used by 
politicians and others: it seems that labels, images and language (in a public relations type 
fran-p--work rather than a truly educational one) may be being used to mask lirnitations in 
the skills and abilities being passed on to vocational students in the 16-19 age range. 
The student experiences reported here were located in a period of considerable change 
and unrest in the FE sector. Group sizes were increasing as colleges strived to recruit the 
necessary target numbers of students and new funding arrangements meant that many 
colleges faced financial difficulties. Funding issues in FE were not a primary concern for 
the young people taking part in this research, though it has to be said that some did raise Zý 
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the topic and several showed at least an indirect awareness of how influences of 'the 
market' and 'competition' were having an effect on their college experiences. The I 
Eastborough interview respondents, particularly, expressed some dissatisfaction with 
levels of resources (see Section, 10.2, pp. 204-5). Additionally, the fact that a large 
proportion of the questionnaire sample had part-time jobs (over 60 per cent) indicated that 
many felt that they needed to put in extra hours of paid work in order to fund their studies 
and their leisure activities. This seems to have become the norm for 16 to 19-year'-old 
college students. Some of the students, along with a number of their tutors, could see the 
problems that might arise in their own college from a reliance on 'market forces' to shape 
FE provision. Hyland has commented that: 
The history of short-lived schemes during the period of the new vocationalism - 
YTS, TVEI, school compacts, and the like - is symptomatic of this misguided 
reliance on the promotion of an 'enterprise' culture and a market-forces model of 
VET as a panacea for all our industrial and educational ills (Hyland, 1994, p. 77). 
Of course policies relating to FE and to education generally have to be enacted within an 
eýonomic context. First class provision of vocational education and training is not a great 
deal of use if there are very high rates of unemployment beyond the college gates. 
Education policies need to be developed in conjunction with economic policy. 
To sum up, the data provided by the student samples featured in this research suggest 
that national VET policies need to take a longer-term perspective and need to be based 
on a more coherent qualifications and assessment framework. Colleges, students and 
employers are looking for a period of stability and consolidation, with clarity in the 
meanings and levels of post-16 qualifications. Vocational courses should be given genuine 
parity with academic courses, and this will not happen where a minority take an 
'academic' route and have better employment prospects and life chances as a result of 
following this option. Additionally, the findings suggest that plans should be made at 
national level for broad courses for all post-16 students encompassing a wide range of 
skills. The funding and organisation of courses and colleges needs to properly ta-ke 
account of the requirements of these developments and of the needs of all types of 
students. 
11.3 Implications for Further Education 
The college stands at the intersection of a great many threads in the personal and 
career development of individuals. It has the potential to provide continuity 
between different phases of education, personal life and employment. It is also at 
the interface between many aspects of commercial and community activity 
(McGinty and Fish, 1993, pp. 14-15). 
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As this quotation suggests, the FE college has a very important role to play in assisting 
the young person in his or her transition to work, and indeed its role goes beyond this, 
helping the individual in a personal and social sense as well as in terms of employment 
prospects. The college is not the only institution involved in this transition, but placed as 
it is between national organisations, industry and the individual student, it is in a position 
to assist young people in a variety of ways. 
It was stated in Section 7.6 that the evidence from the questionnaire surveys and the 
group interviews suggested that the students featured in the present research were 
'broadly satisfied' with their college experiences. The fact that many of the students were 
optirrýistic and felt in control, to sorne,, extent, of their transitions, was at least partly due 
to the efforts of the college tutors and to the way in which the college acted as a kind of 
supportive framework. In general, the students were allowed a great deal of independence, 
but advice and support were available where necessary and both the colleges had excellent 
counselling services. There is always room for improvement, though, and the rest of the 
discussion in this section suggests some, possible practical improvements that colleges in 
the FE sector could make in the light of the student comments which have been 
surnmarised in the data analysis chapters. 
The 'successful' college tries to take account of all the influences impinging upon 
students' educational activities and employment aspirations. It is clear from the student 
comments presented in previous chapters that, in their perceptions, both structural and 
agency factors are operating. From the college's viewpoint, structures include the national 
and local econornies, the local community and patterns of race, sex and social class 
distribution in the area. Agency, from the point of view of the college, includes the 
student's need for independence, autonomy and for the maintenance of an environment 
in which individual decision-making can be made confidently and purposefully. These 
requirements are particularly important for individuals in this age group who are striving 
to establish their adult status in society at large. It is not always easy to achieve a balance 
between national and local needs on the one hand, and the needs of the individual student 
on the other. 
In recent years the latter set of needs has increasingly been served by the development 
of 'individualised learning' modes and 'leamer-centred' courses. Often, though not always 
by design, these modes of learning were part of the 'new vocationalism', and it is in this 
way that reforms in VET have been linked with the assessment of the relative influences 
of structure and agency in youth transitions. It does appear that young people in these 
colleges do experience feelings of agency and independence, though it is difficult to 
detern-dne whether these stem from developments in VET, from the individuals 
themselves, or from some other source. What is certain is that most youngsters in this age 
group enjoy their independence and opportunities for decision-making and FE colleges 
should allow for and, indeed, positively encourage this. The Further Education Unit 
(FEU), and subsequently the Further Education Development Agency, have encouraged 
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the development of 'The Flexible College', which is primarily a learner-centred institution. 
This approach, including the use of 'action plans', 'records of achievement' and similar 
methods of involving students in planning their futures and making decisions for 
themselves, needs to be continued and expanded. Learner-centredness must be reflected 
in actual day-to-day experiences, not just in college prospectuses and course outlines. 
Some of the students complained about 'the amount of work set' and, occasionally, 
about the ways in which their courses were administered (see Section 7.1, p. 148). These 
complaints, to a degree, arose from the pace at which changes were made in the 
curriculum, and in courses and qualification systems, and this was the responsibility of 
, (government departments- and national organisations rather than of 
local colleges. 
However, the colleges could do more to co-ordinate courses and to ensure that the 
workloads of students are reasonable and manageable. More could be done, too, to 
develop the study skills of students. These are the broad-based skills that young people 
and employers will need in the future. 
Responses to a question on 'levels of satisfaction with college experience' revealed that 
the factor which caused most dissatisfaction was the provision of 'vocational advice and 
careers guidance' (see Sections 7.1 and 7.4 and Tables 7.2 and 7.3). It should be stressed 
that over 73 per cent of the whole questionnaire sample were 'highly satisfied' or 'fairly 
satisfied' with the provision of these services, but the fact that nearly 30 per cent of 
Westdown respondents and 23 per cent of Eastborough students were not satisfied may 
6use some concern for those involved with careers advice and guidance for this age 
group. Students are happy to 'navigate' their way through the education system into 
work, but the relevant authorities and organisations, must provide the appropriate maps 
so that a sense of direction is maintained. The relevant authorities must do as much as 
possible to alert students to the types of terrain that he in front of them and to the possible 
consequences of decisions about which way to go. 
The group discussions provided good opportunities for elaboration of this type of 
complaint (another example of the way. in which the quantitative and qualitative 
approaches worked well together). Two points emerged strongly from these exchanges. 
Firstly, the point was made forcefully by some students that they did not have all their 
options made clear to them at the age of 16. This was why some respondents had changed 
institution and/or course after the age of 16. These students had been told simply that 'if 
you want to do A then you have to follow route B', they had not been told of other 
outcomes or occupations apart frornA, nor had they been told about other routes to work 
apart from B. Typically, some had been pushed into the 'academic' track without a full 
explanation of the possibilities of N_VQ or GNVQ courses. A second complaint was that 
sometimes careers material and advice was presented to students in a less than serious 
manner, almost on a 'take it or leave it' basis. Tutorial sessions that were meant to be 
discussions on employment, careers or higher education degenerated into irrelevant 
conversations and piles of leaflets were provided so that 'you could have a leaflet if you 
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wanted one' (see the extracts in Section 7.4, p. 159). The tone and usefulness of such 
sessions depended Largely upon the attitude of the. personal tutor. Some careers talks and 
local careers fairs were, also criticised as being unhelpful at times. 
It should be reiterated that the majority of students in the sample were more than 
satisfied with the careers advice provided. Eastborough College, in particular, had an 
excellent, mainly pro-active Careers Guidance Unit. Also some of these criticisms applied 
to external organisations rather than to the colleges themselves. There were also inevitably 
sorne students who had only themselves to blame for not taking or seeking advice at the 
appropriate tirry--, but from the strength of these comments, and the frequency with which 
they were made, colleges (and schools) could undoubtedly do more to help. Educational 
institutions need to make students more aware of the range of options open to them, 
especially at critical times in their educational 'careers', and they also need to highlight to 
students the full implications of their decisions about courses, subjects and types of 
qualifications. As more and more options and pathways have been introduced, so the need 
for competent, relevant and broad-ranging advice has increased: "The post-sixteen free- 
for-all will be attractive to many but most people will require counselling and guidance in 
order to make an informed choice of education and training programme" (McGinty and 
Fish, 1993, p. 119). 
Both the colleges featured had good reputations in respect of equal opportunities and 
in terms of providing for students with learning disabilities. The integration of students 
with disabilities and special needs was an obvious and well-appreciated. feature at 
Eastborough College. In general these issues have increased in importance as the numbers 
of students staying on in colleges haVe risen and as the colleges have increasingly had to 
compete with each other and with other institutions in the post-sixteen sector. There is a 
danger that certain types of student will be left out and that there will be a polarisation of 
advantaged and disadvantaged students both within and across college sites. All sections 
of the student population need to experience a sense of 'agency' and control. More 
research needs to be carried out on provisions for 'disadvantaged' or 'low achieving' 
students and equal opportunities must exist in practice as well as in mission statements. 
Alongside increased participation colleges should have a policy of 'inclusiveness'. "A 
philosophy of inclusiveness... assumes that a college will attempt to provide for as wide 
a cross-section of educational needs in the local population of young people and adults 
as is possible within existing staffing and resource limits" (McGinty and Fish, 1993, pp. 47- 
8,90,104). 
Linked with the requirement for equality of opportunity is a need for the maintenance 
of good links with the local community. The students and tutors who took part in the 
research reported here all showed a keen and often detailed awareness of their local 
environment. The characteristics, both negative and positive, of the local economy and the 
range of local employment opportunities as they related to college leavers were clearly 
understood within these. two institutions. Both had established significant ongoing links 
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with the community and with local employers. This was something which the colleges 
wanted to take ffirther and, in drawing up plans in the ftiture, all FE institutions will have 
to take ftill account of the changing needs of the local population. 
11.4 Implications for Young Peopig 
The data presented in Chapter 8 suggest that the young people featured in this project 
were very much aware of a variety of external, structural influences upon their personal, 
social and economic development. Fan-&y influences were sometimes mentioned and the 
young people were also aware of the employment opportunities (or limitations upon 
these) presented by their local labour market. The students also frequently displayed a 
recognition of the possibilities of racial and sexual discrim ination. This was especially true 
of the Eastborough respondents who were able to provide a number of practical examples 
of such discrimination from their own experiences in the locality. 
Chapter 9, however, has shown that the students were also very concerned to display 
their individuality and independence. They were aware of various dimensions of the 
outside world and of the possible impact of these upon their own educational and 
employment 'careers', but were also keen to stress that, to a considerable extent, they 
could create their own pathways and opportunities and move independently down those 
that had been created for then-L There is a good deal of evidence that a sense of 'agency' 
existed in these students' perceptions of how they coped with further education and life 
beyond the college. The students featured, on the whole, had high levels of self- 
confidence, were reasonably optimistic, and displayed a certain resilience towards 
problems created by their external environment. 
Evidence for these traits can be found in both the questionnaire data and in the group 
discussion transcripts. In the former, for example, a large proportion of the sample 
indicated that they were confident that they would avoid unemployment (nearly 83 per 
cent of the sample were 'very' or 'reasonably' confident that they would avoid this 
situation), around two-thirds of the sample had either 'definite' career plans or a 
'reasonable idea' of what they wanted to do in term of employment, and well over 90 per 
cent expressed 'high' or 'reasonable' levels of skill in relation to a range of technical and 
social activities. Some 56 per cent indicated that they had 'often' been able to make 
decisions for themselves at college, with a further 41 per cent indicating that they had 
'sornetin-r-s' been able to make their own decisions (Table 9.6, p. 194). Chapter 9 provides 
further examples of comments on levels of responsibility, confidence and independence. 
In the group interviews, too, the students were keen to express their independence. 
Many acknowledged help from other people, but also stressed that they felt in control: 
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- I've just done what I wanted to do. 
- -taking advicefrom parents andfriends, 
but mainly in control. 
I 
- They -ive its advice, but it's tip to its. 0 
- ... at college it's 
left tip to you, whether you're going to achieve or not. 
- We know what's happening, but we're also going our own way. 
Comments such as these were made in all four of the discussion groups (see Section 9.5 
for ftirther examples). From the students' own perspectives they exercised relatively high 
levels of control and independence in their transition from school to work via college. The 
majority of the sample appeared to be confident and reasonably optimistic about their 
social and economic prospects. The possible factors behind and explanations for these 
outlooks are discussed in detail in the next section. 
The fact that these students were aware of external factors and, at the same time, keen 
to express their own sense of agency and independence, shows that these young people 
were going through a complex transition process: "The orientations, expectations and 
potential achievements of the student are a dynamic and complex interweaving of 
personal, ideological, cultural and social structural factors" (Branson, 1991, p. 95). Given 
that the structural influences are not likely to go away in the short term, though they can 
be 'resisted' and sometimes overcome at an individual level, the main implications of these 
findings for young people in FE (and other settings) are that they must do their utmost to 
develop their (already impressive) levels of confidence and responsibility. They must make 
maximum use of the range of educational and employment opportunities available to them. 
Such possibilities have partly been created by the increased influence of 'leamer centred' 
modes of education, though sometimes this label has been applied inappropriately to 
educational reforms and one suspects that increased levels of student autonomy have 
come from the students themselves rather than from the mechanics of any particular policy 
initiative. The increase in the number of options and types of courses available to students, 
and in modes of learning and studying, means that there is probably more scope for 
personal decision making between the ages of 16 and 19 than there was in previous years. 
There are also now more decisions to be made outside college, about part-time or full- 
time employment, relationships, friendships, family situations, leisure patterns and so on. 
The relevant institutions must help to provide frameworks for decision making and the 
young people themselves must take every opportunity to use their initiative and levels of 
independence. In other words, active individualisation should be encouraged - there is 
plenty of evidence that young people are willing to take on their own responsibilities and 
that this is what they desire. 
What all of this shows is that the 'partnership' between the college and the individual 
student is more important than ever. Within the experience of college life there are many 
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ways in which students can exercise responsibility and initiative: in terms of choosing 
subjects, choosing types of courses, managing projects, presenting work in various 
formats, including group work, and completing a 'portfolio' of work and a record of 
achievement. As Dearing has noted, the National Record of Achievement "records 
achievement and has potential for fimiher developments in helping students to take greater 
responsibility for their learning and in preparing them to manage their life-long learning 
as adults" (Dearing, 1996, p. 41, para. 6.1). He continues: 
a vital competence that should be mastered during the later stages of statutory 
education is the management of one's own learning. This includes setting personal 
objectives, monitoring performance, reviewing work plans in the light of 
achievement, and reviewing both short-term objectives and long-term aspirations 
(Dearing, 1996, p. 42, para. 6.7). 
Of course the possibilities of exercising these types of autonomy are dependent, to an 
extent, upon the student's social characteristics, background and level of school 
qualifications. This is the way in which structure interacts with agency. There is a danger 
that some students, for example those with 'special needs' of one sort or another and 
those who might be described as 'low achievers', might be denied an appropriate 
framework for independence and decision making. These types of student are entitled to 
independence as much as any other category of student (a point recognised by both the 
colleges featured in this study) and should they be denied access to certain colleges or to 
certam types of courses then it will become impossible for them to navigate their own way 
through the post-sixteen transition. This may be becoming a serious problem for further 
education, especially given the situation of competition between different institutions that 
has been encouraged by government, and it is an issue which needs further investigation. 
11,5 Explanations for Student Levels of Optimism 
One of the. major findings of this study has been that the young people featured here have, 
on the whole, maintained high levels of optimism, in terms of job aspirations, along with 
a sense of personal independence. Sirnilar levels of optimism existed in the two localities 
despite the differences in their unemployment rates and in their short to medium-term, 
economic prospects. Whether they lived in a 'depressed' East London borough or in a 
buoyant labour market in the 'M4 corridor', youngsters in the 16-19 age group were 
primarily optimistic, at the individual level, about their job prospects. 
This was an important finding with significant theoretical implications and explanations 
are needed as to (1) why reasonably high levels of optimism were maintained despite the 
difficulties in finding suitable jobs that were prevalent for school and college leavers in 
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these areas, and (2) why the East London respondents, who were by all accounts in a 
relatively depressed labour market at the time of the fieldwork, continued to be at least 
as optimistic as their Westdown counterparts. Several possible explanations, taken from 
a range of different subject disciplines, are considered briefly in this section. This 
discussion is by no means comprehensive, but it hopefully provides some pointers as to 
why the student samples managed to maintain an optimistic outlook in terms of 
employment prospects. It also suggests that youth transitions theory still has work to do 
in terms of providing explanations of how these young people experience and shape their 
transitions to work. 
One possible explanation is that these young people were optin-dstic because they had 
been 'socialised into' a belief in choice. A decade or more of 'enterprise culture' has led 
the majority of these FE students to believe that there are employment opportunities 
available and that they will succeed economically if they make the individual effort 
required. This approach can be associated with the view of a 'ladder of opportunity' and 
the. notion of a 'meritocracy'. In some senses, if this explanation is correct, then, as 
suggested previously, the ideological aspects of the new vocationalism, based on 
enterprise culture, have successfully been transn-dtted to this cohort of young people. 
Whether this is desirable or not is a separate issue. Certainly, it is no good believing in 
choice while at college and then finding out after you have left that your options and 
opportunities are severely limited because of high levels of unemployment and a depressed 
local economy. 
Some of the comments. made by students in the group interviews might, at first sight, 
appear to support this type of expldnation, especially the discussion about 'putting the 
effort in' (see Section 9.1), but it would be mistaken to take this as strong evidence of an 
ideology of 'individualism' or of 'enterprise'. Some of the students' viewpoints could 
certainly be described as individualist, but they were not promulgating an 'ideology of 
individualism'. Their comments about 'luck' and 'effort' should not be taken in isolation, 
but need to be complemented with their discussions concerning race, sex and area 
influences. The fact that they put their own success or failure down to themselves as 
individuals does not mean that they believe in a cuiture or a SY . stem based on individual 
effort alone, nor does it mean that they are unaware of the structures operating upon their 
age group's economic opportunities. This particular type of socialisation-based 
explanation, like broader versions of socialisation theory, assumes a simple reproduction 
of don-dnant ideas and ignores complexities and resistances beyond the basic process of 
socialisation into work. For many of the students who took part in the group discussions 
individual effort was important, but so were qualifications and a range of other factors. 
A broader and perhaps a more longitudinal view is necessary. An alternative explanation 
suggests that the students may be optimistic now, but they will not be so in a few years 
time when they will have experienced the realities of the labour market. There is a 'time 
lag' which will bring about a readjustment in their expectations. This was precisely what 
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Wallace found in her longitudinal study of school leavers on the Isle of Sheppey, an area 
with high rates of unemployment. She asked a sample of 119 young people what sorts of 
jobs they were looking for and then returned five years later to find out what occupations 
they were actually in. One year after leaving school, at 17 years of age. "most young 
people still held some hope of finding rewarding employment that would lead them toward 
excitement and adventure and would introduce them to a world of new and interesting 
people" (Wallace, 1989, p. 359). Five years later, however, having experienced the 
problems of trying to find work on the Isle of Sheppey and beyond, it was clear that these 
young people had shifted their job expectations downwards: 
By this time, the downward trend in aspirations was confirmed, and many had 
finished up in worse jobs than the ones they had originally intended to do: 51 % 
had been downwardly mobile in relation to their original expectations... it was 
evident that they had come to accept whatever work they were in. They were less 
critical of employment and more likely to accept factory jobs (Wallace, 1989, 
pp. 361-2). 
There was some evidence that this kind of downgrading process was beginning to happen 
to the Westdown and Eastborough respondents: many had made. downward adjustments 
in the type of job they aimed for since leaving school (see Section 7.4, pp. 156-7). In the 
absence of a longitudinal study it is not possible to say whether this downgrading of job 
aspirations will continue in the next few years. Also much may depend upon what happens 
in the local and national labour markets. 
Another relevant factor may be the importance young people placed upon their social 
and leisure contexts, as well as upon their job aspirations. We have already seen that the 
two colleges in many ways provided a kind of supportive framework. Additionally these 
youngsters may have been confident partially because of the existence of support 
networks provided by friends, peers and fan-&y members. Although the students frequently 
asserted their own independence they also regularly acknowledged help from these groups 
of people. When asked if their leisure experiences were as important as studying, many 
of the interview respondents said 'yes', adding that 'you need a balance' between the two. 
This did not mean that they were complacent about achieving qualifications, such goals 
were important, but so too was the need for an active leisure life and socialising with 
one's friends. College activities and the young person's social life often overlapped and 
it was sometimes stated that college was 'a good place to have a laugh'. Some of the 
young people's levels of confidence may have overlapped with or boosted occupational 
expectations. Many of these young people were confident in general, not just in terms of 
skills developed and qualifications expected. 
A third type of explanation might take this point further and attribute the respondents' 
levels of optimism and confidence to the psychological make-up associated with this age 
&up. At this age and in these circumstances young people had to have reasonable levels 
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of confidence and high expectations: not to have taken this view would have been an 
admission of personal failure. An individual about to enter the labour market (for a period 
of forty years or more) is bound to be hopeftil and expectant. Additionally, group 
dynamics may have been operating in the interview sessions: it might be surmised that an 
admission of a strong possibility of unemployment is less likely within a group than in a 
one-to-one situation. Also these young people were beginning to experience the rights and 
responsibilities of adulthood and they would have been lookingforward to the prospect 
of paid, ftill-time employment, the main way in which our society confers full adult status. 
It would have been unduly negative to have expressed concerns and worries about the 
new manifestations of adulthood that they were experiencing in this relatively exciting 
phase of their lives. 
Furnham, in a review of the literature on youth unemployment, has shown how a 
psychological approach may help to explain these types of outlooks. Attributions about 
getting a job are frequently internal (Le. to personal qualities and abilities) rather than 
external (e. g. to environmental or structural factors) and: 
Confidence, perseverance and qualifications were all considered to be primary 
factors responsible for success in finding employment... Yet failure to get a job 
was rarely attributed to the personal short-con-dngs of the job-seeker himself. 
'Mus, these results tended to support the well-established, attributional finding that 
success is attributed to internal factors and failure to external factors (Furnham, 
199 1, p. 138). 
This kind of finding 'fits' well with the comments and answers provided by the 
Eastborough and Westdown respondents. Many did attribute success to individual effort 
and levels of qualifications, whilst at the same time expressing the opinion, for example, 
that an unemployed person was not really to blame for his or her situation. 
Interestingly, the view seemed to be that unemployment was something that happened 
to somebody else. None of the group interviewees raised the possibility of unemployment 
at a personal level and only eight individuals in a qýestionnaire sample of 223. felt 'very 
doubtftil' about avoiding unemployment, four in Westdown and four in Eastborough. This 
is surprising given that the unemployment rate in the East London region was 15.4 per 
cent at the time of the survey. 
It is almost as if some individuals were having 'fantasies' about their future work 
possibilities. There were a number of students who had very high professional, media, 
artistic or sporting aspirations, especially in the East London sample, much higher than 
their level of study/course would suggest as appropriate (Wallace also found that two 
individuals in her sample wanted to be 'rock singers'!, 1989, p. 355). The proximity of the 
City and the West End may be important here. There is a very large labour market within 
, travelling distance, with, theoretically, a vast array of possible occupations, including 
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music and media industries and a nurnber of sporting and leisure enterprises. Some people 
were going to acquire jobs in these areas even if competition for them was fierce. There 
was also a feeling at the time that some of these high profile industries were (physically) 
moving into East London. For example, some of the media organisations of Fleet Street z: 1 
had now relocated in Canary Wharf, in the heart of the Docklands development. 
This Inds on to a geographical explanation of these students' levels of optimism. Both 
sets of respondents lived in predominantly urban areas with a large labour market (but also 
with a large labour supply). While the hunt for work would undoubtedly be competitive 
at least there were vacancies to be aimed for and these could be in a diversity of 
occupational areas. In this respect it was not unnatural that these youngsters should have 
high expectations. The existence of 'dead end' training schemes and low-paid, low-status 
jobs was less obvious in these two urban areas than would have been the case in a rural 
labour market (see Turbin and Stem, 1985). In a village, with a restricted travel-to-work 
area and an agricultural hinterland, the limitations of local job opportunities, unless you 
are prepared to move away, are obvious for all to see, and unemployment rates can be just- 
as high in rural areas as they are in urban localities. 
This type of explanation has been used by Church and Ainley to explain continued high 
levels of job aspirations in East London despite increasing unemployment levels. Their 
five-year study (1981-86) involved 150 school leavers from a comprehensive school on 
the Isle of Dogs: "The changes in the employment structure of the docklands and Tower 
H amlets might be expected to have significantly altered young people's aspirations for 
work and led to a general lowering of their sights and a lack of motivation" (Church and 
Ainley, 1987, p. 80). But data for the school leavers who left in 1986 rather than in 1981 
show that this age group had aspirations that were 'often higher' than those of earlier 
school leaver groups: 
So rather than lowering their aspirations, some respondents had transferred them 
to other areas of work upon realizing the limited opportunities in traditional 
manual work, and others had targetted them towards particular occupations. The 
maintenance of aspirations in spite of rising unemployment requires some 
explanation (Church and Ainley, 1987, p. 82). 
One explanatory factor for this situation, according to Church and Ainley, was that 
although the docklands labour market was very depressed "the City and the West End of 
London represent relatively buoyant labour markets compared to other urban areas and 
the perceived, but not necessarily real, job opportunities in these areas... maintain the 
aspirations of some interviewees" (1987, p. 83). This type of explanation could also be 
applied to the Eastborough student sample. 
Further explanations of these levels of optirrdsm and high job aspirations, despite an 
apparent worsening of economic conditions, are possible, and a new emphasis on agency, 
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as well as structure, in youth transitions should assist the development of such 
explanations. The subje-ctive viewpoints of these young people, whatever may happen to 
them in the years after leaving school or college, are important and need to be elaborated 
further. 
11.6 Controlling the School to Work Transition 
Beck has argued that studies of individualisation and related processes "all point to one 
central concern, the demand for control of one's own money, time, living space, and 
body" (1992, p. 92). This comment about the importance of personal control is supported 
by the findings of the present study. External factors are clearly important in shaping 
people's career outcomes and other aspects of their lives, but so also are the outlooks, 
attitudes and aspirations of the individual. At the very least a belief in personal control 
was a central part of self-identity for many of these young people. 
It was evident that what the respondents wanted, more than anything, in their transitions 
from FE to work or Higher Education, was personal control over this transition process. 
These youngsters accepted that they might make mistakes in their educational and 
occupational choices, but what many of them wanted was the opportunity to make these 
choices, even if their chosen options did not work out as planned. There were many 
instances of these students being prepared to take on their own responsibilities: they were 
aware of the demands as well as the privileges of adulthood. They wanted information and 
guidance about possible choices, but realised that ultimately decisions about courses and 
careers were down to the individual. With choices came an element, usually a strong 
element, of control. 
Many seemed to feel that they did have a significant degree of control in this respect and 
others expressed anger when certain factors (such as racism or sexism, or the lack of good 
advice) created situations that were beyond their own control or restricted their individual 
options. A minority of students in the interview sample had come up against major 
structural barriers in their college to work transitions. In particular, one of the 
Eastborough respondents, who was actively looking to leave college for fun-time work, 
felt that she had experienced both sexual and racial discrimination in her job applications. 
Her anger at these unfair and discrin-dnatory aspects of 'factors beyond her control' was 
evident in the group discussions. She had not, however, given up her individualism to the 
negative structural factors that had blocked her path to work. She continued to apply for 
jobs and persevered with her college studies, believing that other options would present 
themselves in the near future. Racism and sexism had not destroyed her optin-dsrn. 
The majority of students in the interview sample had not had such negative experiences 
of the. external world of employment and training. They were insistent that they were in 
control, though they would take and seek advice from others where appropriate. Many 
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of the students' comments about careers advice and help suggested that they saw 
themselves as 'navigating' their way towards the workplace, with help here and there from 
some quarters, but mainly making their own way towards their occupational destinies. 
There may have been realignments of job aspirations and some downgrading of work 
expectations, but these were subtle and often gradual shifts. On a day-to-day basis these 
students maintained a belief in choice and autonomy, underpinned by a strong desire to 
achieve the best qualifications possible. 
One difficulty here relates to the issue of whether or not these young people, in. the 
1990s, were experiencing a greater degree of choice than previous youth cohorts. We 
need to assess whether or not there really is more scope for choice in the 1990s than there 
was in, say, the 1960s or 1970s. Roberts and other 'opportunity theorists' pointed out as 
far back as 1968 that, although there were restrictive 'opportunity structures', young 
people did have 'some scope for choice' (Roberts, 1968). It was possible that individuals 
could "sometimes change the boundaries of the occupations to which they had access" 
(Roberts, 1995, p. I 10) but in general the scope for choice was very limited and career 
destinies were still very predictable. 
It would appear though that student outlooks of the 1990s are rather different to those 
of the 1960s and 1970s, when transitions to work were generally much simpler and more 
direct. Twenty to thirty years ago such transitions were not complicated by a vast range 
of vocational courses, qualification frameworks and training schemes - the need for 
C navigation' on an individual basis was less pressing when routes and destinations were 
simpler and clearer. The research conducted at that time emphasised socialisation rather 
than individualism and outcomes rather than risks. It is, however, difficult to assess 
whether this historical difference is due to actual changes in student experiences (and 
outlooks) or whether it is due to the way in which youth transitions were investigated in 
the 1960s and 1970s. Since little attention was given then to student outlooks, we cannot 
be sure what these were. Very few studies placed the student viewpoint at the centre of 
the. research process and even those that did (for example Willis, 1976) emphasised 
structures, usually class, race or gender-based structures, rather than possible aspects of 
individualisation. 
It would seem from the data presented in previous chapters that young people in the 
1990s have a very strong belief in personal choice: they can do more than push boundaries 
around, they really believe that they are shaping their own destinies. It would also appear 
that the range of opportunities has increased considerably, so that post-school options 
now include sixth form, further education, vocational tracks, acaden-dc tracks, n-dxed 
tracks, training in education, education in training, full-time employment, part-time. 
employment, self-employment, unemployment, leisure and other possibilities. Sometimes 
these options are constrained, not least by local labour markets, and in some respects 
options have contracted, but generally young people seem to have a greater belief in 
chbice than they had ten or twenty years ago. In any case agency is not the same as 
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choice. Agency involves making choices possible, or at least cultivating a belief that 
choices are possible. Agency is more active and sternsfrorn the individual, choices often 
corne from outside and are presented to the individual. Current debates on this issue are 
more than just a restatement of the choice versus opportunity debate of the 1960s and 
1970s. 
What is interesting in the explanations of student optimism presented in the previous 
section, and in the comn-)ents made by the Eastborough and Westdown respondents, is the 
intenningling of subjective and structural factors. It seems that the manifestation of an 
awareness of structures takes place through the subjectivity of the actors. In other words 
what we have found in the data presented here is not a direct acknowledgement of 
structural influences, but an indirect one mediated by personal experience. The interface 
between structure and agency is very difficult to define and is not easily pinned down, but 
it appears to be an important aspect of the outlooks and attitudes of students in FE 
colleges about to enter the labour market. 
This interface has not been considered in detail previously because of the tendency to 
look at youth transitions in terms of 'opportunity structures' and structural outcomes. 
External factors have been examined at the expense of internal, subjective elements. New 
terms need to be emphasised in the vocabulary attached to youth transitions. A new 
emphasis on biography, agency and individualisation win complement previous approaches 
and will help us to build up a picture of how structures are experienced at a personal 
level. The interface of structure and agency rests in personal, individual, biograpMcal 
experience, which in turn is based upon a combination of subjective viewpoints and 
experience of external, structural factors. This interface is clearly an important aspect of 
the individualisation thesis. We now turn to an assessment of this thesis in the fight of the 
evidence presented in previous chapters. 
11,7 C nclusions: Individualisation and Young People's Experiences 
In Chapter 2 it was suggested that the individualisation thesis has helped to broaden out 
the discussion of young people's transitions in contemporary society. The research 
presented in this thesis has suggested that we need to recognise further that young 
people's experiences are not exclusively shaped by socialising and structural influences, 
but are also influenced by elements of subjectivity, choice and agency. It was argued that 
much of the research literature previous to the work on individualisation and 'risk' had 
failed to explain or account for young people's expressions of autonomy, optimism and 
control in the school to work transition. 
It was also suggested, in Chapter I (p. 13), that the current project, in some ways, has 
constituted an attempt to empirically verify the existence of individualisation processes in 
young people's everyday lives. This section summarises how the findings presented in 
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previous chapters may assist this aim and considers whether the data would refute or 
confirm an 'individualisation hypothesis'. It also outlines some of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the individualisation thesis in the light of the present project. 
If individualisation was not occurring then we would have expected the young people 
featured in this study to have placed a primary emphasis on structures and external factors 
as influences in their school to work transitions. Detailed and frequent comments on the 
importance of gender, race and class along with some emphasis on the effects of 
unemployment, the labour market and other external economic factors would have been 
necessary to refute the individualisation hypothesis. Students would not have stressed 
individual decision-making and personal responsibility. 
While there were comments made about the effects of social structures and external 
economic factors, these were rather limited in both numerical terms and in terms of scope. 
The students had a realistic view of the potential effects of the local labour market and 
acknowledged that personal characteristics could have effects on career aspirations, but 
personal responsibility and the importance of 'effort' and the acquisition of qualifications 
were stressed all the way through the data collection process. What emerged from the 
data was a pattern of personal responsibility and control, with some discussion of external 
factors. The rnix of emphases varied from student to student, but a majority of the 
interview respondents stressed individualism and agency in the transition to work and a 
majority of questionnaire respondents attached more importance to factors within the 
individual's control (such as achieving qualifications) than to factors external to the 
individual. 
If individualisation is defined as the process "whereby individuals need to map out their 
own routes through a confusing array of opportunities and take increasing responsibility 
for the risk of failure in this process" (Wallace and Cross, 1990, p. 5), then there does 
seem to be evidence, from both the questionnaire and the group interviews, that the young 
people at Eastborough and Westdown Colleges were experiencing such a process. The 
questionnaire included a number of questions relating to individualisation processes and 
the findings from these are Mun-dnating. For example, Question 35 asked 'When it comes 
to finding a job, to what extent does success depend upon the individualT Some 56 per 
cent of the sample (n = 223) indicated that 'It is very much down to the individual': less 
than 14 per cent said that 'It depends on both the individual and on other factors', and 
only 16 per cent thought that 'It depends on job opportunities in your area', with 14 per 
cent not answering the question (see also Section 9.1, especially Table 9.1). This is strong 
support for the belief that the individual must take on the major responsibility for his or 
her transition to work. 
The finding relating to the importance of qualifications (Question 37) may also, to some 
extent, provide support for the individualisation thesis. Nearly two-thirds of the sample. 
indicated that they believed that 'Education/qualifications' are very important when it 
cýmes to looking for a job. This finding needs to be considered in conjunction with the 
240 
much lower proportions stating that various social characteristics were 'very important' 
in this respect: sex/gender 5.8 per cent; racial characteristics 9.5 per cent; social class 4.9 
per cent; and family background 4.0 per cent. Between 40 and 53 per cent of respondents 
said that the latter social characteristics are not at all important when it comes to looking 
for a job (see also Sections 8.3-8.6, especially Table 8.4). These statistics can, in some 
ways, be seen as a strong critique of those who emphasise structural factors at the expense 
or personaVindividual factors in youth transitions theory. Of course 'qualifications' are in 
some ways a product of social background, and achievement levels in examinations. are 
clearly linked to social class and other factors, but it is interesting that in the eyes of these 
respondents the importance of the one factor that you, as an individual, do have control 
over, was emphasised at the expense of four socially ascribed characteristics. This finding, 
again, fits with the youngsters' perceptions of themselves as 'mapping out' or 'navigating' 
their own educational and career paths. 
The question about the impact of area influences on job opportunities (Question 32) also 
produced an interesting response: only 21 per cent of the sample felt that area was 'a big 
influence on employment prospects, 41 per cent of the sample indicated that area had 
4some' influence and 35 per cent stated that, in their opinion, it only had a 'slight' 
influence. Clearly these students did not see area as a primary influence on their job 
prospects and since they also denied that a variety of social characteristics were 'very 
important' we can assume that individual effort was seen as being of central importance. 
It would seem that these students were willing to take on responsibility for their own 
progressions into work and were, on the whole, not attributing their job prospects to 
4 external' factors or to 'forces beyond their control'. 
Comments from the group discussions also lend some support to the individualisation 
thesis. Many of the students described how they had taken their own decisions about 
college, work and possible career destinies. They had listened to and taken the advice of 
others, but ultimately they had been 'in control' and their success or failure was seen as 
their own responsibility. There was some discussion about the part that 'luck' played in 
finding employment, though this was something that largely applied to other people: there 
to be an underlying belief that 'you made your own luck'. There were also some 
strong comments about racism and sexism from one of the Eastborough groups and this 
was an indication (possibly the only clear indication) of a recognition that social structures 
could be important. This does not, however, negate the individualisation thesis, since this 
approach has always recognised that structures do exist and can have an impact. The 
strength of the individualisation thesis is its assertion that as well as considering structural 
influences we also need to take account of individual agency and decision-making choices. 
The latter types of influence have become more relevant in the context of the 
diversification and fragmentation of post-sixteen options in the realms of education, 
employment and training. 
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To surn up, the data generated from the questionnaires and the inter-views do tend to 
provide support for the individualisation thesis. 'Being in control' and taking responsibility 
for one's own actions on an individual basis were important to the young people featured 
in this study. Their comments suggest that considerations of individual agency do have a 
significant place in youth transitions theory and may help to explain why high levels of 
optimism persist in this age group despite the somewhat pessimistic tone apparent in much 
of the literature in this area. 
The term 'individualisation', as was argued in Chapter 2, has taken the theoretical 
debate on youth transitions some way forward. It has at the very least created an 
awareness of what might be happening to young people and has pointed a way forward 
for research in this field: "Individualization is an example of a word that needed to be, 
coined before people could become aware that it was happening all around thea' 
(Roberts, 1995, p. 113). 
Having said this, the individualisation thesis still presents a number of problems, mainly 
deriving from the fact that it is still theoretically underdeveloped and empirically under- 
researched. It is easy to say that structure and individual 'voluntarism' are both important 
aspects of young people's lives. What is more dffficult is to show exactly how these 
influences operate, how they vary, and how these variations can be explained. 
There are also problems with the terminology used to describe and define the 
dimensions of individualisation: it is because of the ambiguity of concepts related to the 
individualisation thesis that a number of qualifications have had to be made during the. 
reporting of the findings of this study. In the present context individualisation has been 
defined in terms of agency, choice, responsibility, independence and decision-making, but 
these tern-is, on their own or in combination, may not fully represent 'individualisation'. 
They have perhaps helped in clarifying the components of individualisation and have 
provided a useful and interesting way of assessing the possible occurrence of 
individualisation processes in young people's day-to-day lives, but much more work needs 
to be done. 
It might also be helpful to map out the factors which have brought about 
individualisation and increased personal decision making. There are many possible 
relevant factors includin new technology (encouraging the 'individualisation of 9 ZD 
learning'), extended transition periods, new forms of learner centred pedagogic 
techniques, new types of student-centred courses, increased self-confidence in young 
people, the expansion of social and life skills education, more sophisticated forms of 
careers advice and counselling, and pressures to become 'adult' earlier stemmiing from a 
possible 'disappearance of childhood'. 
It should also be noted that these findings relate only to young people in further 
education: they do not tell us about manifestations of individual personal control (or the 
lack of them) in the workplace or other non-FE situations. It may be that processes of 
intlividualisation are strong while the individual is at school or college, where many 
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options are available, student independence is encouraged, and a suitable supportive 
framework exists, but weak in some workplaces or during periods of unemployment or 
training, where fewer choices may be apparent and external factors are dominant. This 
suggests not only that further research on individualisation and choice is necessary, but 
also that it will be necessary to investigate such processes within a range of different 
institutional frameworks and structural settings. 
The theoretical concepts linked to individualisation need to be refined and possibly 
redefined, with control and autonomy at the centre of any such scheme. Further empirical 
work, particularly in ethnographic and qualitative form s, will be necessary to clarify and 
elaborate the subjective viewpoints of young people experiencing individualisation 
processes. The present study has sought to make a contribution to these requirements 
through a provisional exploration of such processes, from the students' perspective, in a 
further education context. 
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APPENDIX 3- GROUP DISCUSSION: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
A LIST OF POSSIBLE TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION 
S-TUDENTS'PRESENT SITUATION 
Reasons for choosing this college 
General opinions about the college 
Reasons for choosing this course 
Opinions about the course 
Opinions about standards of work/lecturing 
Decision-making, taking on responsibility 
Careers advice from the college 
Who has worked? Full-time or part-time? 
Looking for work. Job-seeking strategies 
Opinions on recent changes in education 
The locality. What do you think of where you live? 
Atmosphere of the group 
PLANS FOR THE FUTURE 
Optimism/pesshnism about finding a job 
Definite career aims/aspirations 
Flexibility about taking jobs 
To what extent is fipding a job down to the individual? 
Feelings of control in the transition to work 
Attitudes towards unemployment 
Influence of gender, race, social class, family background 
Has course/college helped you prepare for work? 
Social, geographical and individual mobility 
What will you look for in a job? 
Relationship between work and leisure 
Work patterns and farpily life 
What do you expect to be doing in 5 years time? 
STUDENTS'BACKGROUNDS 
Age range, schools attended ZD 1ý 
Area of residence, familiarity with the locality 
Details of courses, examinations taken 
Attitudes of parents to school, college, work 
Previous work, training, vocational experience 
Careers advice at school 
Careers plans when at school 
Decisions at 16 plus 
When did you feel 'adult', independent? 
